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“Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only for the members

of  one  party  –  however  numerous  they  may be  –  is  no  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  effectiveness  vanishes  when

‘freedom’ becomes a special privilege.”
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Written: 1894. First published in Polish in Sprawa Robotnicza.

Published: From Selected Political Writings of Rosa Luxemburg, tr. Dick

Howard, Monthly Review Press, 1971, pp. 315-16.

Online Version: marxists.org April, 2002.

Transcribed: http://www.ultrared.org/lm_mayday.html.

Proofed: by Matthew Grant.

The happy idea of using a proletarian holiday celebration as a means to attain the eight-

hour day was first born in Australia. The workers there decided in 1856 to organize a

day  of  complete  stoppage  together  with  meetings  and  entertainment  as  a

demonstration in favor of the eight-hour day. The day of this celebration was to be April

21. At first, the Australian workers intended this only for the year 1856. But this first

celebration had such a strong effect on the proletarian masses of Australia, enlivening

them and leading to new agitation, that it was decided to repeat the celebration every

year.

In fact, what could give the workers greater courage and faith in their own strength

than a mass work stoppage which they had decided themselves? What could give more

courage to the eternal slaves of the factories and the workshops than the mustering of

their own troops? Thus, the idea of a proletarian celebration was quickly accepted and,

from Australia, began to spread to other countries until finally it had conquered the

whole proletarian world.

The first to follow the example of the Australian workers were the Americans. In 1886

they decided that May 1 should be the day of  universal  work stoppage. On this day

200,000 of them left their work and demanded the eight-hour day. Later, police and

legal  harassment  prevented  the  workers  for  many  years  from  repeating  this  [size]

demonstration. However in 1888 they renewed their decision and decided that the next

Rosa Luxemburg: What Are the Origins of May Day? (1894) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1894/02/may-day.htm

1 of 2 9/20/2018, 9:06 PM



celebration would be May 1, 1890.

In  the  meanwhile,  the  workers’  movement  in  Europe  had  grown  strong  and

animated.  The  most  powerful  expression  of  this  movement  occurred  at  the

International Workers’ Congress in 1889. At this Congress, attended by four hundred

delegates, it was decided that the eight-hour day must be the first demand. Whereupon

the delegate of the French unions, the worker Lavigne from Bordeaux, moved that this

demand be expressed in all countries through a universal work stoppage. The delegate

of the American workers called attention to the decision of his comrades to strike on

May  1,  1890,  and  the  Congress  decided  on  this  date  for  the  universal  proletarian

celebration.

In this case, as thirty years before in Australia, the workers really thought only of a

one-time demonstration.  The Congress  decided that  the  workers  of  all  lands would

demonstrate  together  for  the  eight-hour  day  on  May  1,  1890.  No  one  spoke  of  a

repetition  of  the  holiday  for  the  next  years.  Naturally  no  one  could  predict  the

lightning-like  way  in  which  this  idea  would  succeed  and  how  quickly  it  would  be

adopted by  the working classes.  However,  it  was  enough to  celebrate  the May Day

simply one time in order that everyone understand and feel that May Day must be a

yearly and continuing institution [...].

The first of May demanded the introduction of the eight-hour day. But even after this

goal was reached, May Day was not given up. As long as the struggle of the workers

against the bourgeoisie and the ruling class continues, as long as all demands are not

met, May Day will be the yearly expression of these demands. And, when better days

dawn, when the working class of the world has won its deliverance then too humanity

will  probably  celebrate  May  Day  in  honor  of  the  bitter  struggles  and  the  many

sufferings of the past.

Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 27.11.2008
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Translated: Jurgen Hentze, Rosa Luxemburg: Iuternationalismus und

Klassenkampf (Luchterhand: 1971), pp.142-52.

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins

Proofed: by Matthew Grant

Public Domain: You can freely copy, distribute, display and perform this work; as well

as make derivative and commercial works. Please credit the source above as well as the

Marxists Internet Archive.

Thirty-two years ago, when what was later to become the International met for the first

time in London, it  opened its proceedings with a protest against the subjugation of

Poland,  which  just  then was engaged,  for  the  third  time,  in  a  fruitless  struggle  for

independence. In a few weeks the International Workers’ Congress will meet, also in

London, and will be presented with a resolution in support of Polish independence. The

similarity of circumstances quite naturally suggests a comparison of these two events in

the life of the international proletariat.

The proletariat has come a long way in its development over these past thirty-two

years.  Progress  is  evident  in  every  regard,  and  many  aspects  of  the  working-class

struggle  look  quite  different  from  the  way  they  did  thirty-two  years  ago.  But  the

essential  element  in  this  entire  development  lies  in  the  following:  from  a  sect  of

ideologues, socialists have grown into a major unified party capable of handling

its  own  affairs.  Then,  they  barely  existed  in  isolated  little  groups  outside  the
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mainstream of political life in every country; today, they represent the dominant factor

in the life of society. This is particularly true in the major civilized countries; but in

every country they are an element to be taken seriously and to be reckoned with at

every  step by government and ruling class alike.  Then,  it  was a question of  merely

spreading the new message; today, the paramount question is how the struggle of the

vast popular masses, now thoroughly imbued with the gospel of socialism, can best be

led toward its goal.

The International Workers’ Congress has undergone corresponding changes. In its

beginning,  the  International  was more of  a  council  that met  to  formulate the basic

principles of  the new movement;  today,  it  is  primarily,  even exclusively,  a body for

practical deliberations by the conscious proletariat on the urgent questions of its day to

day struggle. All tasks and objectives are here subjected to rigorous evaluation as to

their practicability; those, however, that appear to exceed the forces of the proletariat

are laid aside, regardless of how attractive or appealing they may sound. This is the

essential difference between the conference this year in St. Martin’s Hall and the one

that took place thirty-two years ago, and it is from this perspective that the resolution

laid before the Congress must be examined.

The resolution on the restoration of Poland to be presented at the London Congress

reads as follows. [1]

Whereas,  the  subjugation  of  one  nation  by  another  can  serve  only  the

interests  of  capitalists  and  despots,  while  for  working  people  in  both

oppressed and oppressor nation it is equally pernicious; and whereas, in

particular, the Russian tsardom, which owes its internal strength and its

external significance to the subjugation and partition of Poland, constitutes

a  permanent  threat  to  the  development  of  the  international  workers’

movement, the Congress hereby resolves: that the independence of Poland

represents an imperative political demand both for the Polish proletariat

and for the international labor movement as a whole.

The demand for the political independence of Poland is supported by two arguments:

first, the general perniciousness of annexations from the point of view of the interests of

the proletariat; and second, the special significance of the subjugation of Poland for the

continued existence of the Russian tsardom, and thus, by implication, the significance

of Polish independence for its downfall.

Let us take the second point first.

The Russian tsardom derives neither its inner strength nor its external significance
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from the subjugation of Poland. This assertion in the resolution is false from A to Z. The

Russian tsardom derives its inner strength from the social relations within Russia itself.

The historical basis of Russian absolutism is a natural economy resting on the archaic

communal-property  relations  of  the  peasantry.  The remains  of  this  backward social

structure – and there are many such remains still to be found in Russia today – along

with the total configuration of other social factors, constitute the basis of the Russian

tsardom. The nobility is kept under the tsar’s thumb by an endless flow of handouts

paid for by taxing the peasantry. Foreign policy is conducted to benefit the bourgeoisie

with the opening of new markets as its main objective, while customs policy puts the

Russian  consumer  at  the  mercy  of  the  manufacturers.  Finally,  even  the  domestic

activity  of  the  tsardom  is  in  the  service  of  capital:  the  organization  of  industrial

expositions, the construction of the Siberian railroad, and other projects of a similar

nature  are  all  carried  out  with  a  view  to  advancing  the  interests  of  capitalism.  In

general,  under  the tsardom the  bourgeoisie  plays  an inordinately  important  role  in

shaping domestic and foreign policy, a role which its numerical inconsequence would

never permit it to play without the tsar. This, then, is the combination of factors which

gives  the  tsardom  its  strength  internally.  So  it  continues  to  vegetate,  because  the

obsolete social  forms have not yet completely disappeared, and the embryonic class

relations of a modern society have not yet fully developed and crystallized.

Again: the strength of the tsardom abroad derives not from the partition of Poland,

but from the particular features of the Russian Empire. Its vast human masses provide

an unlimited source of financial and military resources, available almost on command,

which elevates  Russia  to  the  level  of  a  first-rate  European power.  Its  vastness  and

geographic position give Russia a very special interest in the Eastern question, in which

it vies with the other nations that are also involved in that part of the world. At the same

time, Russia borders on the British possessions in Asia, which is leading it toward an

inevitable confrontation with England. In Europe, too, Russia is deeply involved in the

most vital concerns of the European powers. Especially in the nineteenth century, the

revolutionary class struggles just now emerging have put the tsardom in the role of

guardian of reaction in Europe, which fact also contributes to its stature abroad.

But above all, in speaking of Russia’s foreign position, especially over the last few

decades, it is not the partition of Poland but solely and exclusively the annexation of

Alsace-Lorraine that lends it its power: by dividing Europe into two hostile camps, by

creating a permanent threat of war, and by driving France further and further into the

arms of Russia.

From false premises come false conclusions: as if  the existence of an independent

Poland could deprive Russia of its powers at home or abroad. The restoration of Poland

could  bring  about  the  downfall  of  Russian  absolutism  only  if  it  simultaneously
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abolished the social basis of the tsardom within Russia itself, i.e., the remains of the old

peasant  economy and the  importance of  the  tsardom for  both the nobility  and the

bourgeoisie. But of  course this is arrant nonsense: it makes no difference – with or

without Poland these relations remain unchanged. The hope of breaking the hold of

Russian omnipotence through the restoration of Poland is an anachronism stemming

from that bygone time when there seemed to be no hope that forces within Russia itself

would ever be capable of achieving the destruction of the tsardom. The Russia of that

time, a land of natural economy, seemed, as did all such countries, to be mired in total

social stagnation. But since the sixties it has set a course toward the development of a

modern economy and in so doing has sown the seeds for a solution to the problem of

Russian absolutism. The tsardom finds itself forced to support a capitalist economy, but

in so doing it is sawing off the limb on which it sits.

Through  its  financial  policies  it  is  destroying  whatever  remains  of  the  old

agricultural-communal relationships, and is thus eliminating any basis for conservative

modes  of  thought  among  the  peasantry.  What  is  more,  in  its  plundering  of  the

peasantry, the tsardom is undermining its own material foundations and destroying the

resources with which it purchased the loyalty of the nobility. Finally, the tsardom has

apparently  made  it  its  special  task  to  ruin  the  major  class  of  consumers  at  the

bourgeoisie’s  expense,  thus  leaving  with  its  pockets  empty  the  very  class  to  whose

pecuniary interests it sacrificed the interests of the nation as a whole. Once a useful

agent of the bourgeois economy, the ponderous bureaucracy has become its fetters. The

result is the accelerated growth of the industrial proletariat, the one social force with

which  the  tsardom  cannot  ally  itself  and  to  which  it  cannot  give  ground  without

jeopardizing its own existence.

These,  then,  are the social  contradictions whose solution involves the downfall  of

absolutism. The tsardom is driving forward to that fatal moment like a rolling stone on

a steep hill. The hill is the development of capitalism, and at its foot the iron fists of the

working class are waiting. Only the political struggle of the proletariat throughout the

entire  Russian empire can accelerate this  process.  The independence of  Poland has

comparatively little to do with the fall of the tsardom, just as the partition of Poland had

little to do with its continued existence.

Let us take now the first point of the resolution. “The subjugation of one nation by

another,” we read, “can serve only the interests of  capitalists  and despots,  while for

working people in both oppressed and oppressor nation it is equally pernicious ...” On

the basis  of this  proposition the independence of Poland is  supposed to become an

imperative demand of the proletariat. Here we have one of those great truths, so great,

in fact, as to be one of the greatest of commonplaces, and as such it can lead to no

practical  conclusions whatsoever.  If,  from the assertion that  the  subjugation of  one
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nation by another is in the interests of capitalists and despots, it is therefore concluded

that all annexations are unjust or can be eliminated within the capitalist system, then

this we hold to be absurd, for it  makes no allowance for the basic principles of  the

existing order.

It is interesting to note that this point in the resolution is almost identical with the

argument in support of the notorious Dutch resolution:[2]  “Since the subjugation and

control of one nation by another can lie only in the interests of the ruling classes ... ,”

the proletariat is supposed to bring about the end of the war with the aid of the striking

military. Both resolutions are based on the naive belief that it is enough to recognize

any circumstance benefiting despots to the detriment of working people in order to do

away with it immediately. The similarity goes further. The evil that must be rooted out

is, in principle, the same in both resolutions: the Dutch resolution proposes to prevent

future annexations by ending the war, while the Polish resolution intends to undo past

wars by abolishing annexations. In both cases, the proletariat is supposed to eliminate

war  and annexations  under  capitalism without  eliminating  capitalism itself,  though

both, in fact, are part of the very essence of capitalism.

Granted that the truism just cited does not give any basis for the general abolition of

annexations,  it  provides  even  less  of  a  reason  for  abolishing  the  existing  Polish

annexation.  In  this  case  especially,  without  a  critical  assessment  of  the  concrete

historical conditions, nothing of value can be contributed to the problem. But on this

point,  on  the  question  of  how  –  and  if  –  the  proletariat  can  liberate  Poland,  the

resolution maintains a deep silence. The Dutch resolution is more sophisticated in this

respect: it at least proposes a specific means – a secret accord with the military – which

allows us to see the utopian aspect of  the resolution. The Polish resolution is  more

modest and contents itself with a “demand,” although it is not any less utopian on that

account than the other.

How  is  the  Polish  proletariat  to  build  a  classless  state?  In  the  face  of  the  three

governments  ruling  Poland;  in  the  face  of  the  bourgeoisie  of  the  Polish  congress

pandering to the throne in Petersburg and recoiling from any thought of  a restored

Poland as  a  crime and a  plot  against  its  own pocket-book;  in  the face  of  the  large

Galician landholdings in the person of the governing Badani,[3] who watches over the

unity of the Austrian monarchy (that is: guarantees the partition of Poland) and finally,

in the face of the Prussian-Polish Junkers who provide the military budget and more

supplies of bayonets to safeguard the Polish annexation – in the face of all these factors,

what can the Polish proletariat do? Any rebellion would be bloodily suppressed. But if

no rebellion is attempted, nothing at all can be done, since armed rebellion is the only

way that Polish independence can be achieved. Certainly none of these states can be
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expected to voluntarily relinquish its provinces, which they have now ruled for a long

hundred years. But under existing conditions, any rebellion of the proletariat would be

crushed – there could be no other result. Perhaps then, the international proletariat

would help? It, however, is in less of a position to act than the Polish proletariat; at

most it can declare its sympathy. But suppose the entire campaign in support of the

restoration of Poland limits itself to peaceful demonstrations? Well, then, in that case,

of course, the partition states can continue to rule over Poland in all tranquillity. So if

the international proletariat makes the restoration of Poland its political demand – as

the resolution requires – it will  have done no more than utter a pious wish. If  one

“demands” something, one must do something to achieve that demand. If one can do

nothing, the empty “demand” may well make the air tremble, but it will certainly not

shake the states ruling over Poland.

The adoption of the social-patriotic resolution by the International Congress could,

however, have further-reaching implications than might be obvious at first glance. First

and  foremost,  it  would  go  in  the  face  of  the  decisions  of  the  previous  Congress,

especially those on the Dutch resolution about the military strike. In the light of their

essentially parallel arguments and identical content, the adoption of the social-patriotic

resolution would let  the Dutch one in, once again, through the back door. How the

Polish delegates, who voted against the Nieuwenhuis resolution, have now managed to

propose what is essentially an identical resolution on that question, we shall not discuss

for the moment. In any case, it would be worse if the entire Congress were to fall into

such a contradiction with itself.

Secondly, this resolution, if adopted, would have an import for the Polish movement

that the delegates to the up-coming Congress have surely not even dared to imagine.

For the past three years – as I discussed at length in my essay in Neue Zeit, numbers 32

and 33[4] – the attempt has been made to impose on Polish Socialists a program for the

restoration of Poland; the intention is to separate them from their German, Austrian,

and Russian comrades by uniting them in a Polish party organized along nationalist

lines. Given the utopianism of this program and the contradiction between it and any

effective political struggle,  the promoters of this tendency have not yet been able to

provide  any argument  for  the  planned nationalist  turn  strong enough to  withstand

criticism.  And  so  they  have,  up  to  now,  been  rather  circumspect  about  any  open

disclosure  of  this  tendency.  While  the  Polish  parties  in  the  Prussian  and  Austrian

sectors have not yet included the point concerning the restoration of Poland in their

program, the advance guard of the nationalist tendency, the London group calling itself

Zwiazek  Zagraniczny  Socjalistow  Polskich,[5]  has  been  working  hard  to  arouse

sympathy  in  the  Western European parties,  especially  through the  paper  Bulletin

Officiel  and  in  countless  articles:  Socialist  Poland,  The  Poland of  the  Workers,
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Democratic  Poland,  The Independent Republic  of  Poland,  etc.  These  and similar

slogans have been praised in Polish, German, and French by turns. The way is being

prepared for the adoption of a Polish class state into the program. The crowning touch

to this entire process is to be the London congress, and through the adoption of the

resolution the nationalist position is to be smuggled in under the international banner.

The international proletariat is presumably supposed to run up the red flag, with its

own  hand,  on  the  nationalist  edifice,  and  so  consecrate  it  as  a  temple  of

internationalism. Moreover,  the  sanction by  the representatives  of  the  international

proletariat is meant to provide an effective cover for social patriotism’s total lack of any

scientific basis and raise it to the level of a dogma, where it will be immune to criticism

of any sort. Finally, this sanction is meant to encourage the Polish parties to adopt, once

and for all, the nationalist program and organize themselves along national lines.

The  adoption  of  the  social-patriotic  resolution  would  establish  an  important

precedent  for  the  socialist  movement  in  other  countries.  What  is  good  for  one  is

purchased cheaply by the other. If the national liberation of  Poland is elevated to a

political  goal  of  the  international  proletariat,  why  not  also  the  liberation  of

Czechoslovakia, Ireland, and Alsace-Lorraine? All these objectives are equally utopian,

and are no less justified than the liberation of Poland. The liberation of Alsace-Lorraine,

in particular,  would be far more important for the international proletariat,  and far

more likely at that; behind Alsace-Lorraine stand four million French bayonets, and in

questions  of  bourgeois  annexations,  bayonets  carry  more  weight  than  moralistic

demonstrations. And if the Poles in the three partitioned sectors organize themselves

along nationalist lines for the liberation of Poland, why should the other nationalities in

Austria not also do the same, why should the Alsatians not organize themselves with

the  French?  In  a  word,  the  door  would  be  opened  wide  to  national  struggles  and

nationalist  organizations. Rather than a working class organized in accordance with

political  realities,  there  would  be  an  espousal  of  organization  along  national  lines,

which  often  goes  astray  from  the  start.  Instead  of  political  programs,  nationalist

programs would be drawn up. Instead of a coherent political struggle of the proletariat

in every country, its disintegration through a series of fruitless national struggles would

be virtually assured.

Here lies the greatest significance of the social-patriotic resolution, if adopted. We

stated at the beginning that the greatest forward step that the proletariat has made

since the days of the International is its development from a number of small sectarian

groups into a major party capable of  handling its own affairs.  But to what does the

proletariat  owe this  progress? Solely  to its  ability  to understand the primacy of  the

political struggle in its activity. The old International gave way to parties organized in

each  country  in  conformity  with  the  political  conditions  peculiar  to  that  country,
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without,  on  that  account,  having  regard  for  the  nationality  of  the  workers.  Only,

political  struggle  in  line  with  this  principle  makes  the  working  class  strong  and

powerful. But the social-patriotic resolution pursues a course in diametric opposition to

this  principle.  Its adoption by the Congress would repudiate thirty-two years of  the

proletariat’s accumulated experience and theoretical education.

The  social-patriotic  resolution  was  formulated  quite  cleverly:  behind  the  protest

against  the  tsardom lay  the  protest  against  annexation  –  after  all,  the  demand for

Poland’s independence is raised against Austria and Prussia as well as against Russia: it

sanctions nationalist tendencies with international interests; it tries to obtain backing

for  a  practical  program  on  the  basis  of  a  general  moral  demonstration.  But  the

weakness of its argument is even greater than the artfulness of its formulation: a few

commonplaces  about  the  perniciousness  of  annexations  and  some  nonsense  about

Poland’s importance for the tsardom – this and no more – is all that this resolution is

capable of offering.

[1] The text of the resolution is reproduced here in the form presented by Rosa Luxemburg in
her essay, Der Sozialpatriotismus in Polen,  in Neue Zeit.  Cf. Collected Works,  I,  I,
39ff.

[2] This is a reference to a Dutch draft resolution at the International Socialist Congress in
Zurich  in  1893.  It  was  rejected  in  favor  of  a  German  resolution  on  the  same  theme.  Cf.
Protokoll des Internationalen Sozialistischen Arbeiterkongresses in der Tonhalle
Zurich vom 6 bis 12 August 1893, Zurich 1894, p.25.

[3] The reference is to a member of the Polish nobility in Austrian Poland, who was Austrian
Prime Minister from 1895 to 1897.

[4] Neue Strömungen in der  polnischen sozialistischen  Bewegung in  Deutschland and
Österreich (New Tendencies in the Polish Socialist Movement in Germany and Austria),
in Collected Works, I, I.

[5] Foreign Union of Polish Socialists, a special committee associated with the PPS.
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I: The Turkish Situation

IN the party press, we all too often encounter the attempt to represent the events in

Turkey as a pure product of the play of diplomatic intrigue, especially on the Russian

side.[A] For a time, you could even come across voices in the press which argued that the

Turkish outrages were mainly an invention, that the Bashi-Bazouks were true Christian

paragons, and that the revolts  of  the Armenians were the work of  agents paid with

Russian roubles.

What is above all striking about this position is that it is in no way fundamentally

different from the bourgeois standpoint. In both cases, we have the reduction of great

social phenomena to various ‘agents’, that is, to the deliberate actions of the diplomatic

offices.  On the part  of  bourgeois politicians,  such points of  view are,  of  course,  not

surprising: these people actually make history in this sphere, and hence the thinnest

thread of a diplomatic intrigue has great practical importance for the position they take

with regard to short-term interests. But for Social Democracy, which at the present time

merely elucidates events in the international sphere, and which is above all concerned
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to trace back the phenomena of public life to deeper-lying material causes, the same

policy appears to be completely futile. On the contrary, in foreign policy as in domestic

politics, Social Democracy can adopt its own position, which in both spheres must be

determined by the same standpoints, namely by the internal social conditions of the

phenomenon in question, and by our general principles.

So how do these conditions stand with regard to the national struggles in Turkey

which  concern  us  here?  Until  recently  in  part  of  the  press,  Turkey  was  still  being

portrayed as a paradise where the ‘different nationalities have coexisted peacefully for

hundreds  of  years’,  ‘possessed  the  most  complete  autonomy’,  and  where  only  the

interference  of  European  diplomacy  had  artificially  created  dissatisfaction,  by

persuading the happy peoples of Turkey that they are oppressed, and at the same time

obstructing the innocent lamb of a Sultan from carrying out his ‘repeatedly granted

reforms’.(1)

These assertions are based on extensive ignorance of the conditions.

Until  the  beginning  of  the  present  century,  Turkey  was  a  country  with  a  barter

economy, in which every nationality, every province and every community lived its own

separate existence, patiently bore the suffering to which it was accustomed, and formed

the true basis  for an oriental  despotism. These conditions,  however oppressive they

might be, were nonetheless distinguished by great stability, and could therefore survive

for a long time without provoking rebellion on the part of the subjugated peoples. Since

the beginning of  the  present  century,  all  this  has  changed considerably.  Shaken by

conflict  with  the  strong,  centralised  states  of  Europe,  but  especially  threatened  by

Russia, Turkey found itself compelled to introduce domestic reforms, and this necessity

found  its  first  representative  in  the  person  of  Mahmud  II  [Ottoman  Sultan  (1808-1839)].  The

reforms abolished the  feudal  government,  and in  its  place  introduced a  centralised

bureaucracy,  a  standing army and a  new financial  system.  The modern reforms,  as

always,  involved  enormous  costs,  and  translated  into  the  language  of  the  material

interests of  the population, they amounted to a colossal  increase in public taxation.

High indirect duties, collected on every head of cattle and every piece of straw, customs

duties,  stamp  duties  and  taxes  on  spirits,  a  government  tithe  with  a  periodical

additional charge every quarter, and then a direct income tax, which came to 30 per

cent in the towns and 40 per cent in the countryside, and with it a tax in lieu of military

service for Christians, and finally more compulsory services — henceforth this was how

the people had to pay for the expenses of the reformed state. But it is only the peculiar

system of government that exists in Turkey that gives a true idea of the burdens that are

borne.  In  a  strange  mixture  of  modern  and  medieval  principles,  it  consists  of  an

immense number of administrative authorities, courts and assemblies, which are bound
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to the capital city in an extremely centralised manner in their conduct; but at the same

time all public positions are de facto venal, and are not paid by the central government,

but are mostly financed by revenue from the local population — a kind of bureaucratic

benefice. Thus the pasha can fleece the province to his heart’s content, so long as he

sends as large as possible a sum of money to Istanbul; thus the cadi (judge) is by virtue

of  his  office  financed by  exactions,  since  he must  himself  pay  an annual  tribute  to

Constantinople for his office. The most important, however, is the system of taxation,

which, lying in the hands of a mülterim,  a  tax farmer,  in comparison to whom the

intendant-general of the French ancien réime looks like the Good Samaritan, ends up

with a total lack of system and rules, and unlimited arbitrariness. And finally, in the

hands  of  the  bureaucracy,  the  compulsory  services  were  turned  into  a  means  of

unbridled extortion and exploitation of the people.

Obviously a system of government constituted in this way is fundamentally different

from the European model. While with us the central government fleeces the people and

thereby maintains its officialdom, over there on the other hand the officialdom fleeces

the people off its own bat, and thereby finances the central government. Consequently,

in Turkey, officialdom appears as a special, numerous class of the population, which in

its own person directly represents an economic factor, and whose existence is financed

by the professional pillage of the people.

At the same time, and in connection with the reforms, there resulted a shift in the

conditions  of  land  ownership  of  the  Christian  peasants,  again  strongly  to  their

disadvantage in relation to the Turkish landowner. The latter, generally a former feudal

lord,  was  able  to  make  his  office  hereditary,  quite  on  the  Christian  model.  When

Spahiluk (feudal tenure) was abolished by the reform, and the tithes hitherto paid by

them to the Spahis were redirected to the public exchequer, he sought to assert himself

in the character of the owner of landed property; as a result a new tax for the peasants -

ground rent - grew up alongside the old tithes, a tax which regularly amounted to a

third of the net proceeds after deduction of the tithe. For the Christian peasant, there

often remained no salvation amid all these wondrous things other than to transfer a

small piece of land per oblationem (as a conditional gift) to the Muslim Church, and

then to receive it back as a leasehold on which rent was due, but which was at least free

of tithes. So by the end of the 1870s, mortmain property in Turkey amounted to more

than half of all cultivable landed property.

Thus  the  reforms  were  accompanied  by  a  terrible  deterioration  in  the  material

conditions  of  the  people.  But  what  made them particularly  unbearable  was  a  quite

modern feature which had become involved in the situation — namely, insecurity: the

irregular  tax  system,  the  fluctuating  relations  of  land ownership,  but  above  all  the

money economy as a result of the transformation of tax in kind into tax in money and
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the development of foreign trade.

The old conditions had deteriorated, and their stability was gone forever.

II. The Disintegration

The moment in the history of Turkey dealt with in our previous article is, in a certain

respect, reminiscent of Russia. But while there the reforms after the Crimean War[B]

created at one and the same time the rapid development of capitalism and a material

foundation  for  administrative  and  financial  innovations  and  for  the  further

development of militarism, in Turkey an economic transformation corresponding to the

modern reforms was completely lacking.  All  attempts  to create a  native industry  in

Turkey miscarried. The few factories founded by the government produced goods that

were of poor quality and expensive. The absence of the most elementary preconditions

of bourgeois order — security of persons and property, at least formal equality before

the law, a civil law separate from religious law, modern means of communication, etc. –

make the appearance of capitalist forms of production an absolute impossibility. The

trading policy of the European states towards Turkey operates in the same direction,

exploiting  its  political  impotence  to  ensure  an  unprotected  market  for  its  own

industries.  Until  now,  alongside  trade,  usury  has  been  the  only  manifestation  of

domestic capital.  Economically,  therefore,  Turkey remained with the most  primitive

peasant agriculture, in which in many cases the property relations had not even got rid

of their semi-feudal character.

It is clear that a material base for the money economy constituted like this had not

grown in parallel with the forms of government and financial taxes associated with it,

that it was flattened by it, and, as it could not develop, it was moving into a process of

disintegration.

The disintegration of Turkey became glaringly obvious in two extremes at the same

time.  On  the  one  hand,  a  permanent  deficit  arose  in  the  peasant  economy.  This

acquired a tangible expression in the usurer, who had become an organic element of

the  village  community,  and  indicated  the  internal  festering  of  conditions  like  an

abscess. Three per cent monthly interest rates were a permanent phenomenon in the

Turkish villages, and the regular epilogue to the silent drama of the village was the

proletarianisation of the peasant, without forms of production being available in the

country which would have enabled him to be absorbed into a modern working class,

with  the  result  that  he  all  too  often  sank  down into  the  lumpen-proletariat.  These

phenomena are further linked to the decline of agriculture, devastating famines and
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foot-and-mouth disease.

On the other hand, there was the deficit in the state treasury. Since 1854, Turkey had

taken the road of endless foreign loans. The usurers of London and Paris operated in

the capital  just  as the Armenian and Greek usurers operated in the villages.  Ruling

became ever more difficult, and those ruled became ever more dissatisfied. Bankruptcy

in the capital and bankruptcy in the villages; palace revolutions in Constantinople and

popular risings in the provinces – these were the ultimate results of internal decline. It

was impossible to find a way out of this situation. The remedy could only have been

achieved  through  a  total  transformation  of  economic  and  social  life,  through  a

transition to capitalist forms of production. But there did not exist and do not exist

either the basis for such a transformation or a social class which could come forward as

its representative. The ‘repeatedly granted reforms’ of the Sultan could obviously not

obviate  the  difficulties,  since  they  were  necessarily  no  more  than  further  juridical

innovations,  which  left  social  and  economic  life  undisturbed,  and  often  simply

remained on paper, since they were opposed to the dominating interests of officialdom.

Turkey cannot regenerate itself as a whole. From the outset, it consisted of several

different lands. The stability of the way of life, the self-contained nature of provinces

and nationalities had disappeared. But no material interest, no common development

had been created which could give them internal unity. On the contrary, the pressure

and misery of jointly belonging to the Turkish state became ever greater. And so there

was a  natural  tendency for the  various  nationalities  to escape from the whole,  and

instinctively to seek the way to higher social  development in autonomous existence.

And thus the historic sentence was pronounced on Turkey: it was facing ruin.

Even if all the subjects of the Ottoman government came to experience the misery of

a decaying state organism, and the various Muslim peoples – Druzes, Nazarenes, Kurds

and Arabs – also rebelled against the Turkish yoke, the separatist tendency above all

spread to the Christian lands. Here the conflict of material interests often coincided

with national frontiers. The Christian is denied his right, his oath is valueless against a

Muslim, he cannot bear arms, and as a rule he cannot hold any public office. But what

is even more important, as a peasant he often occupies the land of a Muslim landowner,

and is sucked dry by Muslim officials. At grassroots level, therefore, there is frequently

a  class  struggle  –  a  struggle  of  the  small  peasants  and  tenants  with  the  class  of

landowners  and  officials,  as  for  example  in  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina,  where  the

conditions  are  strongly  reminiscent  of  Ireland.  Thus  the  opposition  produced  by

economic and legal  pressure found here  a ready-made ideology in the national and

religious  conflicts.  The  admixture  of  religious  elements  was  bound  to  give  them  a

particularly  crude  and savage  character.  And thus  all  the  elements  were  present  to

create a  struggle  to  the death of  the  Christian nations  with Turkey,  the  struggle  of
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Greeks,  Bosnian-Herzegovinians,  Serbs  and  Bulgarians.  And now  the  sequence  has

reached the Armenians.

In the face  of  the  social  conditions  which we have briefly  sketched out  here,  the

claims that the risings and national struggles in Turkey have been artificially produced

by agents of  the  Russian government seem no more serious than the claims of  the

bourgeoisie  that  the  whole  modern  labour  movement  is  the  work  of  a  few  social

democratic agitators. Admittedly, the dissolution of Turkey is not advancing purely by

its  own  momentum.  Admittedly,  the  tender  hands  of  Russian  Cossacks  rendered

midwife’s services at the birth of Greece, Serbia and Bulgaria, and the Russian rouble is

the  permanent  stage-manager  of  the  historic  drama  of  the  Black  Sea.  But  here

diplomacy is doing no more than throwing a burning stick into inflammable material,

of which mountains have accumulated during centuries of injustice and exploitation.

What  we  have  to  deal  with  here  is  an  historical  process  developing  with  the

inevitability  of  a  law  of  nature.  The  impossibility  of  the  continuation  of  archaic

economic forms in Turkey in the face of the fiscal system and the money economy, and

the impossibility of the money economy developing into capitalism, that is the key to

understanding events on the Balkan Peninsula. The basis of the existence of Turkish

despotism is being undermined. But the basis for its development into a modern state is

not being created. So it must perish, not as a form of government, but as a state; not

through the class struggle, but through the struggle of nationalities. And what is being

created here is not a regenerated Turkey, but a series of new states, carved out of the

carcass of Turkey.

This is the situation. Now we have to discuss what position Social Democracy has to

take in relation to the Turkish events.

III: The Point of View of Social Democracy

Now what can be the position of Social Democracy towards the events in Turkey? In

principle, Social Democracy always stands on the side of aspirations for freedom. The

Christian nations, in this case the Armenians, want to liberate themselves from the yoke

of Turkish rule, and Social Democracy must declare itself unreservedly in support of

their cause.

Of course, in foreign politics – just as in domestic questions – we should not see

things too schematically. The national struggle is not always the appropriate form for

the struggle for freedom. For example, the national question takes a different form in

Poland, Alsace-Lorraine or Bohemia. In all these cases,  we are faced with a directly
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opposing process of capitalist assimilation of the annexed lands to the dominant ones,

which condemns the separatist efforts to impotence, and it is in the interests of the

working-class movement to advocate the unity of forces, and not their fragmentation in

national struggles. But in the question of the revolts in Turkey, the situation is different:

the Christian lands are  bound to  Turkey only  by  force,  they  have no working-class

movement,  they  are  declining  by  virtue  of  a  natural  social  development,  or  rather

dissolution, and hence the aspirations to freedom can here make themselves felt only in

a national struggle; therefore our partisanship cannot and must not admit of any doubt.

It is not our job to draw up practical demands for the Armenians, or to determine the

political  form which should be aspired to here;  for  this,  Armenia’s  own aspirations

would have to be taken into consideration, as well as its internal conditions and the

international  context.  For  us,  the question in this  situation is  above all  the  general

standpoint, and this requires us to stand for the insurgents and not against them.

But what is the situation with the practical interests of Social Democracy? Do we not

fall into a contradiction with these by taking the aforementioned principled stance? We

think we can prove the exact opposite in three points.

Firstly,  the  liberation  of  the  Christian  lands  from  Turkey  means  progress  in

international political  life.  The existence of  an artificial  position like that of  today’s

Turkey, where so many interests of the capitalist world converge, has a constricting and

retarding effect on general political development. The Eastern Question, together with

that of  Alsace-Lorraine,  forces the European powers to prefer to pursue a  policy of

stratagems and deception, to conceal their real interests under deceptive names, and to

seek to achieve them by subterfuge. With the liberation of the Christian nations from

Turkey,  bourgeois  politics  will  be  stripped  of  one  of  its  last  idealistic  tatters  —

‘protection of the Christians’ — and will be reduced to its true content, naked interest in

plunder. This is just as beneficial to our cause as the reduction of all sorts of ‘liberal’

and  ‘enlightened’  programmes  of  the  bourgeois  parties  to  being  purely  and  simply

questions of money.

Secondly, it follows from the earlier articles that the separation of the Christian lands

from  Turkey  is  a  progressive  phenomenon,  an  act  of  social  development,  for  this

separation is the only way in which the Turkish lands can achieve higher forms of social

life. As long as a land remains under Turkish rule, there can be no question of modern

capitalist development. Separated from Turkey, it  acquires a European form of state

and bourgeois institutions, and is gradually drawn into the general stream of capitalist

development.  Thus  Greece  and  Romania  have  made  striking  progress  since  their

separation from Turkey. It is true that all the newly-emerging states are minor states,

but  nevertheless  it  would be  wrong to  perceive  their  establishment  as  a  process  of

political fragmentation. For Turkey itself is not a great power in the modern sense of
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the term. But in countries with bourgeois development the ground is gradually also

being prepared for the modern working-class movement – for Social Democracy – as,

for example, is already the case in Romania, and to some extent also in Bulgaria.(2)

Thereby our highest international interest is satisfied, namely that as far as possible the

socialist movement should get a foothold in all countries.

Thirdly and lastly, the process of the dissolution of Turkey is closely linked to the

question of Russian rule in Europe, and this is the heart of the matter. When even our

press from time to time took the side of  Turkey, this clearly did not happen out of

innate cruelty, or some special preference for the partisans of polygamy. Obviously, the

basis was an essential opposition to the appetites of Russian absolutism, which seeks

the road to world dominion over the corpse of Turkey, and wants to use its Christian

nations as a means for its advance on Constantinople. But in our opinion, the good will

was applied in quite the wrong way, and the measures against Russia were sought in

quite the opposite direction from where they really lie.

Previous  experience  has  already  shown  that  in  its  policy  towards  the  Balkan

Peninsula, Russia usually achieved the exact opposite to what it was striving for. The

peoples freed from Turkish rule have regularly repaid Russia’s benevolence with ‘base

ingratitude’, that is, they have bluntly rejected an exchange of the Russian yoke for the

Turkish. However unexpected this was for the Russian diplomats, this conduct of the

Balkan states was very far from surprising. Between them and Russia, there is a natural

conflict  of  interests,  the same conflict  as exists  between the lamb and the wolf,  the

hunter and his prey. Dependence on Turkey is the veil which conceals this conflict of

interest, and even allows it to appear superficially and temporarily as a community of

interest.  The  masses  do  not  engage  in  complex  and  remote  reflections.  Since  the

national risings in Turkey are certainly mass movements, they accept the first and best

method that corresponds to their immediate interests, even if this method is the vile

diplomacy of Russia. But as soon as the chains between the Christian lands and Turkey

have been broken, Russian diplomacy also shows its true face, as pure vileness, and the

liberated land immediately turns instinctively against Russia. If the nations subjugated

by  Turkey  are  Russia’s  allies,  the  nations  liberated  from  Turkey  become  so  many

natural enemies of Russia. Bulgaria’s present policy towards Russia is to a great extent

a result of its semi-freedom, a result of the chain which still links it to Turkey.

But even more important is another result produced in this process. The liberation of

the Christian lands from Turkey is  basically  taken as being likewise a ‘liberation’  of

Turkey from its  Christian subjects.  It  is  precisely these which serve as a motive for

European diplomacy to operate in Turkey, and who consign it unconditionally to the

Russian side. Moreover, it is they who in the event of war make Turkey unable to resist.
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The Christians do not serve in the Turkish armed forces, but are always ready to rise up

against them. Therefore a foreign war for Turkey always means a second war at home,

and therefore a dispersal of its military forces and a paralysis of its movements. Freed

from  this  Christian  torment,  Turkey  would  undoubtedly  adopt  a  freer  position  in

international politics,  and its state territory would be more commensurable with its

defensive forces; but above all it would be rid of the enemy within, the natural ally of

every external aggressor. In short, renunciation of rule over the Christians makes the

Ottoman government more capable of resistance, above all in relation to Russia. This

explains  why Russia today is  in favour of  the  integrity  of  Turkey.  It  is  now in  its

interest  for  Turkey  to  remain  in  possession  of  the  bacillus  which  will  cause  its

disorganisation – the Christian nations – and for these therefore to remain under the

yoke of Turkey and dependent on Russia, until a favourable moment arrives for it to

carry out its plans with regard to Constantinople. This also explains why we must be in

favour of the liberation of the Christians from Turkey, and not of the integrity of that

country.

In our opinion, we should seek the remedy against the advance of Russian reaction in

the  aforementioned  results  of  the  process  of  Turkish  disintegration,  and  not  in

observations about ‘whether Salisbury[C] is the man for the job’, or whether he is the

man to show the door to the Russians ‘back in Turkey’. And this aspect of the question

is  exceptionally  important.  Russian  reaction  is  much too  dangerous  and  much  too

serious an enemy for us to allow ourselves the luxury of warding off its leaden weight

with  paper  darts,  while  at  the  same  time  ignoring  a  serious  weapon  which

circumstances offer us to combat it with. Today advocating the integrity of Turkey

actually means playing into the hands of Russian diplomacy.

To  imagine  distant  political  conjectures  in  detail  is  a  fantasy.  But  it  is  far  from

impossible that the resistance of liberated Turkey and the liberated Balkan lands could

frustrate the Russian advance for so long that Russian absolutism would not live to see

the final solution of the Constantinople question and would have to die, to the benefit of

the  peoples,  without  being  able  to  participate  in  the  settlement  of  this  question  of

universal concern.

Thus our practical interests completely coincide with the principled standpoint, and

hence we recommend that the following propositions be adopted for the present stance

of Social Democracy on the Eastern Question.

We must accept the process of the disintegration of Turkey as a permanent fact, and

not get it into our heads that it could or should be stopped.

We should give our fullest sympathy to the aspirations of the Christian nations for
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autonomy.

We should welcome these aspirations above all as a means of fighting against Tsarist

Russia,  and emphatically advocate their independence from Russia,  as well  as from

Turkey.

It is no accident that in the questions dealt with here, practical considerations have

led to the same conclusions as our general principles. For the aims and principles of

Social Democracy derive from real social development, and are based on it; therefore in

historical processes it must to a great extent appear that events are finally bringing grist

to the social democratic mill, and that we can look after our immediate interests in the

best way by maintaining a position of  principle.  A deeper look at events,  therefore,

always makes it superfluous for us to make some diplomats into the causes of great

popular  movements  and  to  seek  the  means  of  combating  these  diplomats  in  other

diplomats. That is just coffee-house politics.

(1) At present, on the other hand, it is being said that the Sultan is to blame for everything. Thus
the ‘victim’ becomes the scapegoat. From the following arguments, readers will be convinced
that  this  has  nothing  to  do  with  the  person,  but  with  the  conditions.  [Editorial  note  in
Sächsische Arbeiter-Zeitung]

(2) The Armenian socialists are therefore in our opinion on the wrong track when they – as in
Die Neue Zeit, Volume 14, no.42 – think they have to justify their separatist aspirations with
an ostensible capitalist development in Armenia. On the contrary, separation from Turkey is
here only the precondition for the germination of capitalism. And of course capitalism itself is a
precondition of  the  socialist  movement.  In  our  opinion,  therefore,  the  Armenian comrades
must – to paraphrase Lassalle – for the time being concern themselves with a precondition for
the precondition of socialism – a kind of precondition squared. [Luxemburg’s note]

[A]  In  the  1890s,  especially  in  Armenia,  Crete  and Macedonia,  revolts  constantly  flared up
against foreign rule by Turkey; these were brutally crushed.

[B] The defeat of Russia in the Crimean War (1853-56) had so exacerbated the domestic political
situation that  the ruling class between 1861 and 1870 had to introduce a series  of political
reforms, which certainly were incomplete and contaminated with feudal hangovers, but which
nonetheless  encouraged  capitalist  development  in  Russia.  The  most  important  reforms
concerned the abolition of serfdom in 1861, the formation of rural and urban organs of self-
government in 1864, changes in the administration of popular education in 1863 and changes
in justice in 1864, as well as in the censorship in 1865.

[C]  Robert  Cecil,  Third  Marquess  of  Salisbury  (1830-1903),  was  three  times  British  Prime
Minister and four times Foreign Secretary between 1878 and 1902.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Although the subject of the following treatise is a very specialized one, we nonetheless

believe that it may be of more than slight interest to the Western European reader, for

several reasons. Today economic questions stand in the forefront of the intellectual life

of all civilized countries; they have already been recognized as the mainspring of all

social being and becoming. The political physiognomy, the historic destiny of a country

is a sealed book to us if we do not know about its economic life, with all the resulting

social consequences.

It was not long ago that Poland’s name echoed throughout the whole civilized world,

that its fate stirred every soul and provoked excitement in every heart. Lately one no

longer hears very much about Poland – since Poland is a capitalist country. Do we now

want to know what became of the old rebel, where historic destiny steered it? – the

answer can only be given through investigation of its economic history during the last

decades.  The so-called Polish question can be observed and discussed from several

standpoints, but for those who recognize that the material development of a society is

the key to its political development, the Polish question can only be solved on the basis

of Poland’s economic life and its tendencies. We have endeavored to collect the existing

material for the solution of the problem in the following discussion, and to arrange it as

clearly as possible, at the same time permitting ourselves some direct observations of a

political nature here and there. So this topic, which at first glance might appear dry and

specialized, may be of some interest to the politician as well.

But for still other reasons. We live in a time when the powerful Empire of the North

plays an ever more important role in European politics. All eyes are turned persistently

toward Russia,  and the alarming progress of  Russian policy in Asia is watched with

apprehension. Probably it will soon be a secret to no one that even the most important

capitalist  countries must sooner or later  prepare themselves for  a serious economic

rivalry with Russia in Asia. Thereforethe economic policy of the Czarist empire surely

cannot be a matter of complete indifference to Western Europeans. Poland, however,

constitutes one of the most important and most progressive industrial districts of the
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Russian  Empire,  in  fact  one  in  whose  history  the  economic  policy  of  Russia  finds

perhaps its clearest expression.

The material for our work lay strewn in countless and, in many cases, contradictory

statistical  works,  polemical  brochures,  newspaper  articles,  official  and  unofficial

reports; a thorough study of the history of Polish industry as a whole, and in particular

of its present position, is to be found in neither the Polish nor the Russian or German

literature. Accordingly, we believed that this raw and fragmentary material had to be

digested and presented in the most finished possible form, in order to bring the reader

to general conclusions as smoothly as possible.

Next Chapter >>>

The Industrial Development of Poland
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part I:

The History and Present State of Polish Industry

Political events moved Poland into a completely new situation at the beginning of the

nineteenth  century.  The  partition  brought  it  out  of  the  peculiar  natural-economic,

feudal-anarchic conditions of the republic of the nobles which we find in the Poland of

the eighteenth century,  and placed it  under the rule  of  enlightened absolutism and

under the centralized bureaucratic administration of Prussia. Austria, and Russia. The

Russian  section  of  Poland,  which  interests  us  here,  admittedly  maintained  its  own

corporative constitution while still  the Duchy of  Warsaw and later  after  the Vienna

Congress. But it was as different from the old Poland as heaven from earth, and the

whole administrative, financial, military, legal government apparatus was tailored to a

modern centralized state. The latter found itself in the harshest contradiction with the

economic relations on which it had been grafted.

Poland’s  economic  life,  as  before,  was  concentrated  on  land  ownership.  The

development of urban handicraft begun in the thirteenth century had crumbled to dust

by the seventeenth century; the attempt by the magnates to start up manufacturing at

the end of the eighteenth century disintegrated likewise. The system of land ownership,

however, was utterly unsuited to serve as the basis of a modern state organization. Its

dependence on the world market, which dated from the fifteenth century in old Poland,

drove it to an extremely extensive latifundia economy and the utmost exaction of forced

labor; it became more and more irrationally cultivated and as a result more and more

unproductive. The wars during Poland’s last epoch, then the Napoleonic system in the

Duchy of Warsaw, the Continental Blockade and with it the decline of grain exports, the
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drop in grain prices, the abolition of serfdom in 1807, all these blows rained down on

landed property in the course of approximately ten years and brought it to the brink of

ruin. Since it wasmeanwhile the main source of revenue in the country, the relatively

high cost of the country’s new administration had to fall on it full force. The ten per cent

income tax on landed property, already introduced in old Poland but only now actually

collected, was now to be raised to 24 per cent. The burden of quartering soldiers and

providing supplies for the military in natura fell on the nobility in addition.

The result was that landed property soon fell into the clutches of usury. While old

Poland possessed no urban capitalist class as a result of the decay of urban production

and trade, such a class surfaced right after the partition of Poland. In part it consisted

of immigrating officials and usurers, in part of Polish parvenus who owed their material

existence to the country’s  great political  and economic crisis.  This  new layer  of  the

population now supplied the needy nobility with capital. To a large extent, however, the

beginning  of  the  nobility’s  indebtedness  dated  from the  ten  years  of  Prussian  rule

(1796-1806), during which an organized agricultural credit was widely offered to the

Polish nobility for the first time.

For Polish landed property this meant a real revolution. What was accomplished in

Western European countries during the Middle  Ages through a  slow and persistent

process  over  centuries  –  the  disintegration  of  patrimonial  land  ownership  through

usury – was now achieved in Poland, where landed property had kept itself free from

usury until the end of the Republic, in less than 20 years. Already in the year 1821 it had

to  be  rescued  from  downfall  by  the  government  of  the  Kingdom  by  means  of  an

exceptional measure:the moratorium.

Under  such  circumstances,  the  deficit  became  a  permanent  phenomenon  in  the

Kingdom’s budget right from the beginning. The creation of new sources of revenue for

the exchequer and of new spheres of economic activity in the country therefore became

a condition of existence for the Kingdom from the first moment. Following the example

of  other  countries  and  driven  by  immediate  needs,  the  government  undertook  the

establishment of urban industry in Poland.

The decade 1820-1830 is the period of the rise of Polish industry, or, more correctly,

of Polish manufacture.

It was quite similar in character to the earlier rise of Polish handicraft by the method

of attracting foreign, mainly German craftsmen. Just as in the thirteenth century the

Polish princes tried to entice foreign workers to Poland with a variety of privileges, so

also the government of Congress Poland. A whole series of Czarist ukases relating to

this were proclaimed in the years 1816 to 1824. The government provided houses and
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made building materials available gratis, gave rent exemptions, founded the so-called

iron fund for the construction of industrial buildings and housing for industry. In 1816,

immigrating craftsmen were promised freedom from all taxes and public charges for six

years,  their sons were freed from military service, and the duty-free import of  their

property was permitted. In 1820 the government granted the immigrants a free supply

of building materials from the state forests and constructed its own brickyards in order

to supply them with the cheapest possible bricks.

A law of the year 1822 freed all industrial enterprises from the obligation to quarter

soldiers for three to six years. In 1820 and 1823 it was decreed that the cities were to

hand over locations to these enterprises rent-free for  six  years.  The industrial  fund

established  in  1822  for  the  encouragement  of  industrial  colonization  amounted  to

45,000 rubles  at  the  beginning,  already  twice  as  much in  1823,  and from then on

127,500 rubles annually.

Such manifold attractions  did not  fail  to  have an effect.  Soon German craftsmen

trooped  into  Poland  and  settled  down.  Approximately  10,000  German  families

immigrated in a few years at this time. In this way, the most important industrial cities

of  today  soon  arose:  Lodz,  Zgierz,  Rawa,  Pabianice,  and  others.  In  addition  to

craftsmen, the government of Russian Poland called in prominent foreign industrialists

to direct its enterprises: Coqueril from Belgium, Fraget, Girard, and others.  Russian

Poland’s government did not content itself with the granting of privileges to immigrants

and  the  establishment  of  German  manufacturing  towns,  however.  Unlike  the

handicrafts of the Middle Ages, manufacturing could not content itself with the narrow

circle of consumption and circulation within any one city; to start with, it required a

wholesale market and, further, commodity circulation embracing the whole country at

least. Together with the foundation of manufacturing colonies, the government had to

undertake a whole series of administrative and legislative reforms which were to unify

the country economically into one complex and create the necessary legal  forms for

internal commodity traffic. The greatest breach in the property relations and especially

the  landed  property  relations  of  old  Poland  had  already  been  forced  by  the  Code

Napoleon introduced in the Duchy of Warsaw in 1808. It had grafted the legal forms of

a modern bourgeois economy in quite finished form onto the economic conditions of a

purely feudal natural economy. Unable to reorganize the means of production as such

in the slightest, it had nevertheless severely violated the old property relations and so

hurried their disintegration. With the abolition of perpetual rent, entail, etc., landed

property was torn out of permanence and catapulted into circulation. At the same time,

the Code Napoleon supplied commerce and the commercial courts with legal standards.

In 1817, furthermore, chambers of commerce and manufacturing were established and

the regulation of trade was brought to a close; in the following year, deed registries were
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introduced;  in  1825,  the  Agricultural  Credit  Association  was  founded.  In  1819,  the

building of highways and the regulation of waterways were begun by order of the state,

and in 1825, the construction of the canal between the Niemen and the Vistula.

Finally, the government also took the lead – as in other countries at the beginnings of

manufacture  – with its  own industrial  enterprises,  and established model  factories,

model  sheep-raising,  and  so  on.  But  it  gave  the  strongest  foothold  to  budding

manufacturing by establishing the Polish Bank, which was called into existence by the

Czarist ukase of 1828 and organized after the model of the German Seehandlung and

the  Belgian  Société  generale.  This  was  an  issuing,  investment,  deposit,  mortgage,

commission, and industrial bank all at once. Initially endowed with a fund amounting

to  3  million  rubles,  it  also  obtained  deposits,  securities,  ecclesiastical  funds,  fire

insurance,  pensions,  and other  capitals  on  deposit,  which  by  1877  represented 282

million rubles total. The bank offered credit to industry as well as to agriculture. In the

period of 50 years since its founding, it had given commercial and industrial enterprises

alone credit to the amount of 91 million rubles. The activity of the bank was extremely

diverse. It not only established factories itself and carried on mining and agriculture,

but also attended to means of transport. The first Polish train line, Warsaw–Vienna, of

1845 was chiefly the work of the Polish Bank.

The activity of the government sketched above was the first important factor in the

development of industry in Russian Poland. Whatever other circumstances may have

additionally influenced its history, it unquestionably owes its existence to the initiative

and efforts of the government.

We see of course – as was said – that in other countries, for example France and

Germany,  governments  stand  by  the  cradle  of  manufacturing  and  take  hold  of  its

destiny with energetic hands. But there the governments offered their help only to a

natural  development  of  urban  production,  which  moved  of  itself  and  by  virtue  of

objective factors such as the accumulation of trading capital, the widening of markets,

and  the  technological  development  of  handicraft  toward  transformation  into

manufacturing  production  methods.  In  Poland,  manufacture,  like  urban  handicraft

earlier, was a foreign product imported in finished form, which could develop neither a

technological  nor a social  connection to Poland’s own economic development. Here,

then,  the  activity  of  the  government  was  the  only  positive  factor  in  the  rise  of

manufacture,  and this  explains  to  us  the predilection which  Polish  economists  and

publicists have for reverting to this point; thus its significance is on the whole only too

often overestimated. Above all, they forget that the autonomous Polish government, in

the  activity  that  they  describe,  acted  in  the  most  intimate  agreement  with  Russian

Czarism, which was guided by intentions which were in national terms nothing less

than friendly toward Poland.
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Furthermore, from the first, the assistance of Russian Poland’s government fell on

the most favorable soil: Poland’s tariff relations. The Vienna Congress Act resulted in

two important measures for Poland in this connection: First, it was united with Russia.

Second, free trade with the other sections of what was formerly Poland, or what in fact

meant the same thing, with Germany and Austria, was secured. As far as the union with

Russia is concerned, the trade relations between the two countries were regulated by

the tariffs of  1822 and 1824 so that their products were exchanged with each other

almost duty-free.

The meaning of this new regulation for Poland only becomes clear, however, if it is

kept  in  mind  that  since  the  year  1810,  and  especially  under  the  administration  of

Kankrin,  Russia  adhered  to  an  extreme  prohibitive  policy  toward  Europe,  often

bordering on absurdity, and was protected on all sides from foreign manufacture by an

unbreachable tariff wall. Through the unification with Poland, Russia was now made

accessible to German goods from this side, because of the above-mentioned tariff. The

result of this for Poland was that it became the workshop for the processing of half-

finished German goods, most of which were imported into Russian Poland duty-free,

finished in Poland, and which then found their way into Russia as Polish products,

again almost duty-free. By such means Poland’s large cloth industry, in particular, came

into full bloom in only a few years.

First established in the years 1817 to 1826, it had already, in 1829, reached the for

that  time considerable  amount  of  5,752,000 rubles’  worth  of  production.  That  this

surprisingly rapid growth was almost entirely thanks to Russian consumption is shown

by the following table of exports of wool products to Russia, in thousands of rubles:

1823: 1,865

1825: 5,058

1827: 7,218

1829: 8,418

If  the  value  of  exported  products  according  to  this  table  exceeds  the  value  of  that

produced in the country, this is because of the fact that, along with goods finished in

Poland, German finished products smuggled into Poland were massively exported to

Russia under Polish labels.

But this tariff relationship had still another important side for Congress Poland. It

opened to her a free trade route to China, where Polish cloth was likewise exported in

large quantities. This export specifically amounted to (in thousands of rubles):
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1824:    331

1826:    332

1828: 1,024

1830: 1,070

Although Poland’s whole export trade in the first decade of its industrial development

really extended to only one branch, the wool industry, yet its importance for the country

was great, for it also had invigorating repercussions on other branches of production

and  strongly  encouraged  the  immigration  of  German craftsmen.  A  historian  of  the

Polish textile industry center, the city of Lodz, calls Poland’s cloth trade of that time

with Russia and China “the mainspring of the development of industry.”

Yet  in  1831  this  trade came to  an  end.  The  Polish uprising,  which paralyzed  the

development of manufacture in the country for some time, in addition had as a lasting

effect that in this year the tariff between Poland and Russia was significantly increased.

The competition of Polish cloth in Russia and China had been a thorn in the side of

Russian manufacturers for a long time. Their repeated petitions to increase tariffs at the

Polish border remained unsuccessful, however, until the uprising of 1831 and with it the

standstill of Polish cloth exports to Russia. This furnished the Russian manufacturers

with  the  opportunity  to  quickly  take  the  deserted  field  by  expanding  their  own

production and so prove to the government with figures how much the “Fatherland’s”

industry had suffered from Polish competition until then. With the raising of the tariff

and, at the same time, the abolition of free transit to China, Polish exports sank rapidly:

In 1834, they amounted to a total of 2,887,000 rubles, of that manufactured products

2,385,000  rubles.  In  1850,  they  amounted  to  a  total  of  1,274,000  rubles,  of  that

manufactured products 755,000 rubles.

For Polish wool production, this was a hard blow. After its value had reached, in 1829

– as we saw – the height of 5,752,000 rubles, it sank in 1832 to 1,917,000 and rose only

little by little to 2,564,000 rubles in 1850, that is, to half of the earlier amount.

Yet the closing of the Russian border could have no great significance for the further

destiny of Polish manufacturing as a whole. The conditions for a growing demand for

manufactured goods did not then exist in Russia itself, nor were the means of transport

adapted to mass transport. The large cloth export trade can be explained in the main

only by the needs of the Russian Army. Moreover, Polish manufacturing had still not

even had time to provide itself  with an internal  market.  So after  the closing of  the

Russian customs border, it  slowly set out to get a foothold within the country, with

favorable government measures and supported in particular by the Polish Bank. In the
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next two decades many branches of production developed well: in the 1830s tanning

and soap-making, in the 1840s sugar production, also mining in the 1830s and similarly

paper manufacturing. But the country’s social situation drew rather narrow bounds for

the growth of industry. Totaling only the tiny number of  4 to 5 million people,  the

population of Russian Poland moreover lived in large part within a natural economy.

Despite the abolition of serfdom in 1807, forced labor remained the predominant mode

of labor in agriculture and as a result the property owners, just like the peasants, were

cut off from commodity and money exchange to a great degree. The cities grew only

slowly and, poor and underpopulated as they were, could not provide a strong demand

for manufactured goods either. This development is thus really a very slow one. Thirty

years  after  Polish  manufacture  arose,  after  a  period  in  which  it  had  been  mainly

directed  toward  its  own  internal  market,  we  see  that  it  is  still  restricted  to  quite

dwarfish dimensions. The most advanced of all industries, textiles, was still mainly run

with manual labor in the 1850s, without steam power, and therefore only by skilled

master craftsmen and journeymen and without a trace of female labor. On the whole

the fragmentation of production points to its predominantly craft character, for in the

year 1857 we still see 12,542 “factories” in Poland with 56,364 workers and 21,278,592

rubles’  worth of  production:  on the average,  four  to five  workers  and 1,700 rubles’

worth of production per “factory.”

Corresponding to this situation, urban industry also played only a secondary role in

Poland’s social life until the 1850s and even the 1860s. Landed property still set the

tone in the economy as well as the politics of the country. Indeed, the broad mass of

middle  landowners,  those  who  at  the  time  represented  public  opinion,  regarded

budding urban industry and with it the capitalist economy as a foreign and poisonous

weed, as a “German swindle” that bore the guilt for the desperate condition of landed

property and of the whole country.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part I:

The History and Present State of Polish Industry

We have become acquainted with the first beginnings and development of industry in

Poland within the internal market. We have seen that it owes its start to the efforts of

the government, and that as a result of the limited internal market it was not able to

divest itself of the manufacturing form even into the 1850s. But here the first epoch of

its  history  ends,  and  a  new  page  begins.  Beginning  in  the  1850s  a  series  of  new

circumstances arose which,  although in  themselves  very  diverse,  ultimately  had the

effect that the Russian market was opened up to Polish production, which was thus

assured a mass market. This gradually brought about a complete revolution in Polish

industry and transformed it from manufacture into genuine mass-production, large-

scale industry. Therefore we can characterize the second period of its history as the

period of large-scale industry. The decades 1850-1870 constitute the transition period

from the first to the second phase.

Four important factors revolutionized Polish industry in this period.

First, the abolition of the customs-barrier between Russia and Poland. In the year

1851 Poland’s tariff relations were remodeled in two ways. On the one hand, the tariff

which until then had cut Poland off from Russia was set aside; on the other, an end was

made of Poland’s independent policy on trade coming in from outside, and Poland was

admitted into the Russian tariff zone. In this way, Poland has formed a single whole
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with Russia in reference to trade ever since. For Poland, the great significance of the

tariff reform of 1851 lay first of all in the fact that completely free export trade to Russia

was now possible.  So Polish manufacture had the prospect of  producing for a mass

market, of overstepping the narrow limits of the domestic market and becoming real

mass-production  industry.  However,  this  result  could  only  take  effect  after  a  long

period of time. At the moment when the tariff barrier between Poland and Russia was

set aside, three important hindrances still  stood in the way of a real mass export of

Polish manufactures to Russia. First, since it had until then been adjusted mainly to the

demands of the domestic market, manufacture in Poland was still not capable of the

rapid expansion by leaps and bounds which characterizes large-scale mass-production

industry to such a great extent. Second, no modern means of transport existed between

Poland  and  Russia;  third,  the  domestic  market  in  Russia  was  also  of  limited

dimensions, restricted by the persistence of serfdom and of natural economy. But soon

a complete transformation occurred in all three areas.

Certainly  the  Crimean  War  had  a  revolutionizing  effect  on  Polish  as  well  as  on

Russian manufacturing.  The  blockade of  Russia’s  sea  borders  cut  off  the  import  of

foreign  goods  for  the  most  part,  and  the  rest  were  redirected  to  the  western  land

borders, to Poland, which became the route of lively trade traffic. But more important

was the mass demand created by the needs of the Russian army, above all for products

of  the  textile  industry.  In  Russia  the  growth  of  the  latter  in  the  years  1856-1860

amounted to 11.6 per cent yearly for cotton spinning, 5.5 per cent for cotton weaving,

and  9.4  per  cent  for  dyeing  and  finishing.  In  Poland,  an  even  greater  jump  is

observable.

The value of production in thousands of rubles was:

1854 1860 +%

in the linen industry    723 1,247   +72%

in the wool industry 2,044 4,354 +113%

in the cotton industry 2,853 8,091 +183%

The Crimean War period gave rise to a profound transformation in the technology of

the textile industry as well: it brought about the introduction of the mechanical loom

and the mechanical  spindle in Russia and Poland.  First,  the  now-gigantic Scheibler

factory  was  founded  in  Lodz  in  1854,  with  100  looms  and  18,000  spindles.  The

following year, the first mechanical linen spinning mill was established in Russia, and

in 1857,  the  biggest  and today still  important  linen factory  in Poland,  the  Zyradow

factory, was converted from a hand to a mechanical weaving mill.
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The  second  important  result  was  the  establishment  of  a  series  of  railway  lines

between Poland and the most distant parts of Russia. In 1862, Poland was connected

with St. Petersburg, in 1866 with Wolynien, White Russia, and Podolien, in 1870 with

Moscow,  in  1871  with  Kiev,  in  1877  with  southern  Russia.  Moreover,  the  feverish

building  of  railway  lines  in  inner  Russia  opened  ever  more  areas  to  trade.  The

construction of each new railway line leading to Russia was followed by an increase in

demand  for  Polish  products  and  an  expansion  of  production.  Disregarding  the

depressive effects of the uprising of 1864 and the consequent temporary paralysis of

trade with Russia, the decade 1860-1870, the period of the technological revolution in

transport, had as a result that while the total value of Poland’s industrial production

amounted to only 31 million rubles in 1851 (21 million, according to another source), it

represented 73 million rubles (from both sources) in 1872, after 15 years – an increase

of 135 per cent and 248 per cent respectively.

The third factor that contributed to the industrial  revolution was the abolition of

serfdom in Russia in 1861 and in Poland in 1864 and the resulting transformation of

agriculture.  Now robbed of  the  unpaid  labor  power  of  the  villeins,  the  landowners

turned to the employment of wage laborers and the purchase of industrial products

which earlier they had made on their own estates. On the other side, the great mass of

peasants consequently had money to spend, and also became buyers of factory goods.

Connected with this was a tax reform and the beginning of the government’s policy of

squeezing the Russian peasantry, which violently pushed even the small peasant onto

the market with the products of his labor and, as it undermined the agricultural natural

economy more and more, to that degree prepared the ground for a money economy and

the  mass  market  for  manufactured  goods.  The  other  result  of  the  reform  was  the

proletarianization of broad layers of the peasantry, thus the “setting free” of a mass of

workers who put themselves at industry’s disposal.

So in Russia we see a transformation of all social relations in connection with the

Crimean  War.  The  collapse  of  the  old  patrimonial  land  ownership  and  of  natural

economy,  the  reformation  of  taxation  and  finance,  the  establishment  of  a  whole

network of  railways – all  this  meant the creation of  markets,  market channels,  and

workers  for  Russian industry.  But  since,  in  terms of  trade policy,  Poland formed a

single whole with Russia ever since the tariff abolition of 1851, so Polish manufacture

was  swept  into  the  whirlpool  of  Russia’s  economic  metamorphosis  and  was

transformed by the rapidly growing market into real mass-production industry.

But at the end of the 1870s yet a fourth important factor supervened, which within a

few years made Polish industrial production into large-scale industry, such as we see

today in Poland, and this is Russia’s tariff policy.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part I:

The History and Present State of Polish Industry

Since the beginning of  the  century,  Russia,  as  was  mentioned,  adhered to  a  highly

protectionist policy. The Crimean War, however, caused a change here as in all other

areas of social life. In the “liberal period” of the 1860s tariffs were significantly reduced.

This free-trade turn did not last  long,  however.  Because of  the reforms themselves,

especially the costly railroad construction, the government ran enormously into debt to

foreign countries, and the gold tariff was introduced in 1877 with the object of getting

hold  of  gold.  With  this,  Russia  entered  onto  a  course  of  even stricter  protectionist

policies.

With the exchange rate of the paper ruble falling, the gold tariff meant an increase in

the tariff rate of 30 per cent in the first years and of 40 to 50 per cent in following years.

In 1880 a deficit in the state treasury developed once more as a result of the abolition of

the salt tax. A general tariff increase of 10 per cent ensued in 1881 as a replacement. In

1882,  several  individual tariff  rates were raised,  such as those for  linen,  wool yarn,

chemical products, dyes, etc.; in 1884, a repeated increase in various individual tariff

rates occurred, for example that for silk yarn; in 1885, an almost general increase of the

tariff of 20 per cent; in 1887, once again a partial climb in individual tariffs, and the

same in 1891.

Obviously  the  purpose  of  protectionism,  when  not  fiscal  revenue,  was  above  all

protection of domestic industry from foreign competition.

The  results  of  such a  substantial  forcing  up  of  the  tariff  were  twofold.  First,  the
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import  of  foreign  manufactured  and half-finished  goods declined  rapidly.  The total

imports over Russia’s European borders in millions of gold rubles annually amounted

to:

1851-56   74

1856-61 120

1861-66 121

1866-71 212

1871-76 364

1876-81 326

1881-86 304

1886-91 224

1891 220

1892 219

The import of manufactured and half-finished goods, which were dutied much higher

than raw materials, shrivelled up even more severely than the above table indicates.

Thus a place was made in Russian markets for native – Russian and Polish – industry,

which was freed to a great extent from foreign competition.

The other natural result was the general climb in commodity prices. It has recently

been calculated that the Russian consumer may pay much more for most commodities

than, e.g., the German consumer; thus

for tea 304%

for tobacco 687%

for coal 200%

for paper 690%

for linen 225%

for cotton products 357%

for agricultural machinery 159%

As for the metal industry: a pood of wire nails of medium size, for example, costs an

American 1 to 1.50 rubles, while a Russian pays 3.20 rubles in tariffs alone on these

articles and 4 to 8 rubles for the whole product. In relation to the value of the most

important metals, the tariff in 1896 made up: iron ore, 70 per cent; iron, 45 per cent;

and steel, 35 per cent.

Under  such  monopoly  conditions  Russian  and  Polish  industry  began  to  rake  in
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colossal profits from the domestic market. We can get an approximate notion of these

profits  from  the  official  statements  of  the  manufacturers  themselves.  In  1887,  for

example, net profits were declared:

by the Russian Cotton Spinning Mills, St. Petersburg 15.0%

by the Moscow Manufacturing Company 16.0%

by the Balin Manufacturing Company 16.0%

by the Narva Linen Spinning Mill 18.0%

by the Sampson Cotton Spinning Mill 21.3%

by the Yekaterinhof Cotton Spinning Mill 23.0%

Rabeneck Cotton Dye Works 25.4%

by the Izmailov Cotton Spinning Mill 26.0%

by the S. Morosov Works 28.0%

Neva Cotton Weaving Mill 38.0%

by the Krenholm Works 44.9%

by the Thornton Wool Works 45.0%

From more recent times we have no less surprising statements of profits in the Russian

metal  industry.  The  metallurgical  enterprises  of  the  southern  district  yield  on  the

average a profit of 50 per cent, the colossal works of the Englishman Hughes as much

as 100 per cent. “Not without interest,” writes the Ministry of France’s official organ, “is

the  utilization  of  the  profits  obtained,  which  gives  rise  to  the  impression  that  the

companies, faced with a downright excess of profits, are as it were uncertain what to do

with them,” i.e., under which column in the official reports to enter the winnings so as

to conceal their staggering size.

The influence of monopoly prices on the size of capitalist profits, together with the

relationship of the latter to outlays for labor power, is most strikingly shown by the

following  little  juxtaposition.  The  market  price  of  raw  iron  in  Kiev  in  July  1897

amounted to 85 kopeks per pood; of that, the costs of production in Russia made up 45

kopeks, including wages at 4 kopeks per pood – with a net profit of 40 kopeks. The

relation  of  profits  to  cost  of  production  and  to  wages  was  thus  10:11  and  10:1

respectively.

The profits of Polish entrepreneurs were in no way inferior to the enormous profits of

the Russians, as we will see. For example, at the beginning of the 1890s the dividends of

the  sugar  factories  in  Poland  amounted  to  as  much  as  29  per  cent.  In  the  textile

industry, 40 per cent profits were regarded as a normal phenomenon. But these official

manufacturers’ statements are notoriously 30 to 50 per cent smaller than the profits
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actually obtained.

Thus, after all the main conditions of industrial development – a domestic market,

means of transport, an industrial reserve army – had been called to life in the years

1860-1877, the supervening tariff policy created a hot-house atmosphere of monopoly

prices that placed Russian and Polish industry in an absolute El Dorado of primitive

capitalist accumulation. In the year 1877 an era of feverish enterprise and grandiose

accumulation of capital began, combined with the bounding growth of production. The

total picture of Poland’s industrial development under the effect of the relationships

sketched above shows itself as follows:

In millions of rubles

Total Production Cotton Industry Wool Industry Linen Industry

1860   50.0
(1864)

  8.1   4.3 1.2

1870   63.9 10.2   4.0 1.2

1880 171.8 33.0 22.0 5.0

1890 240.0 47.6
(1891)

35.5 6.5

The strongest upswing between 1870 and 1880 – for all industry +169 per cent, for the

cotton  industry  +223  per  cent,  for  the  wool  industry  +450  per  cent,  for  the  linen

industry +317 per cent – is chiefly a result of the first three years (1877-80) of the new

era in tariff policy. As we will see below, the introduction of the gold tariff brought with

it not only the sudden establishment of many new enterprises but also the transfer of a

number of German factories from Saxony and Silesia to the western part of Poland. Of

the largest factories which the official inquiry organized in 1886 found in Poland, 18.1%

were founded before 1850,

  6.8% in 1850-60

13.6% in 1860-70

29% in 1870-80

32.5% in 1880-86.

Thus 61 per cent of all large factories were established after 1870. As for the extent of

production, in the period 1870-1890 it had almost sextupled in the textile industry as a

whole. The following table shows quite specifically the influence of the tariff policy: of

the most significant factories,

18.1% were founded before 1850,
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37.2% in 1850-1877

44.7% in 1877-1886.

Thus almost half (today even more) of all the large factories in Poland originated since

1877 as direct results of the protectionist tariff policy.

This expansion of production went handinhand with a revolution in the means of

production themselves. Everywhere in place of the small, scattered factories appeared

modern industrial large-scale enterprises with extensive use of steam power and the

newest  technical  equipment  in  construction  and  operation.  The  concentration  in

industry in general in Poland presents itself as follows:

1871 1880 1890

Number of workers 76,616 120,763 ca. 150,000      

Value of production (in million rubles) 66.7 171.8 240

For one firm (in rubles) 3,239 8,063 71,248

For one worker (in rubles) 882 1,422 1,600

However here the average figures are, as usual, not suited to giving a true idea of the

revolution  taking  place,  since  this  was  of  course  not  accomplished  equally  in  all

branches of industry. Most characteristic are the figures for the textile industry. Here

we find:

1871 1880 1890

Number of factories 11,227 10,871 635

Number of workers 28,046 45,753 60,288

Production (in million rubles) 18.1 57.6 88.4

Workers per factory 2.5 4.2 95

Production per factory (in rubles) 1,612 5,303 139,298

But within the textile industry the cotton industry shows the revolution in the most

vivid way:

1871 1880 1891

Number of factories 10,499 3,881 163

Number of workers 19,894 19,576 26,307

Production (in million rubles) 10.4 30.8 47.6

Workers per factory 1.9 5 162

Rosa Luxemburg: The Industrial Development of Poland (Chapter 1.3) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/industrial-poland/ch03.htm

5 of 7 9/20/2018, 9:08 PM



Production per factory (in rubles) 994 7,950 291,736

The surprising growth of the cotton industry can also be measured in the number of

spindles. These amount to:

1836     7,300

1840   27,300

1850   61,300

1863 116,200

1870 289,500

1875 385,500

1879 449,600

1882 467,600

1888 ca. 600,000      

According to other sources the number of spindles grew during a period of ten years

(1877-1886) from 216,640 to 505,622, i.e., 134 per cent. In the same period, the number

of  spindles  in  the  Russian  cotton  industry  shows  an  increase  of  32  per  cent  (in

particular, 45 per cent in the Moscow district, 10 per cent in the Petersburg district);

that in the North American industry (1881-1891), 30 per cent; and in the English, 8 per

cent. The number of looms grew from 1877 to 1886: in the Russian cotton industry, 46

per cent (in particular. 50 per cent in the Moscow district, 25 per cent in the Petersburg

district); but in Poland, 139 per cent.

The use of steam power to a greater extent begins only in the 1870s, but since then it

has grown quickly.

1875 1890

Steam horsepower in

industry as a whole 14,657 51,800

of that:

in the textile industry   4,220 26,772

in mining   1,803 10,497

In the branches on which an excise was not levied, steam horsepower almost doubled

again in the two-year period from 1890 to 1892, growing from 41,303 to 81,346.

In 25 years,  the whole outward appearance of  the country had changed from the

ground up. In the midst of this, the little town of Lodz quickly grew up into a large
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center of the textile industry, into a “Polish Manchester,” with the typical appearance of

a modern factory city – countlesssmoking factory chimneys packed tightly one next to

the  other,  a  population  made  up  almost  exclusively  of  factory  personnel,  and  a

municipal life regulated by factory whistles, revolving exclusively around industry and

trade. Here we find a series of giant establishments, among which the Scheibler factory,

with its yearly production of 15 million and its 7,000 workers, claims first place. In the

southwestern corner of the country, on the Prussian border, a whole new industrial area

sprang up as though charmed out of  the ground, where factories suddenly emerged

amid  forests  and  rivers,  preceding  the  building  of  cities,  with  everything  grouped

around them from the beginning. In the old capital, Warsaw, the collection point for all

handicrafts,  handicraft greatly elevated itself.  But at the same time it frequently fell

under  the  domination  of  merchants’  capital.  Small-  and  middle-sized  independent

workshops dissolved themselves into cottage industry, and large warehouses of finished

handcrafted  goods  stepped  into  the  foreground  as  collection  points  for  small

production. The trade of the whole country was concentrated from now on in the Stock

Exchange and in countless banking and commission firms. Praga, a suburb of Warsaw,

became the center of large-scale metal industry, and the gigantic Zyrardow linen factory

in Warsaw, with its 8,000 workers, transformed itself into its own little city.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part I:

The History and Present State of Polish Industry

Now that we have given a general summary of the development of Polish industry, it

remains  for  us  to  illustrate  this  in  detail  in  the  individual  histories  of  the  most

important branches of industry, and to sketch the outward local grouping of factory

production.

If we disregard the scattered, insignificant factories to the right of the Vistula and

along the Prussian border, the industry of the Kingdom of Poland is concentrated in

three districts with strongly stamped physiognomies, different characters, and different

histories.

The most important among them is the Lodz district. It includes the city of Lodz and

its  region,  the  cities  of  Pabianice,  Tomaszow,  and  some  districts  of  the  Kalisch

Gubernia. The production of this district amounted to 49 million rubles in 1885, and

today at least 120 million. This is the real textile industry district. The history of its

main center, Lodz, is extremely typical for all of Polish industry.

It would be difficult to imagine a less favorable place for the founding of an industrial

city than Lodz. It lies in a treeless, waterless plain, in the midst of bogs that only about

ten years ago lay on both sides of the main street here and there, so that in these places

the city was barely 200 paces wide. The tiny Lodka River is completely fouled by factory

waste, and all necessary water comes to the factories from artesian wells and ponds. In

the year 1821 Lodz had only 112 houses with 800 inhabitants, But in 1823 colonization

began, Silesian and Saxon clothmakers settled down, and by 1827 Lodz counted 2,840
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inhabitants, among them 322 manufacturing workers. In 1837 it had more than 10,000,

in 1840 18,600 inhabitants and over 1.1 million rubles’ production annually.

As a result of the increase of the Russian customs tariff in 1831, however, and the

crisis which therefore occurred in cloth-making, the growth of the city was curbed, and

the number of inhabitants even declined in 1850 to 15,600. But since the 1860s, as a

result of the causes described above, which together amounted to the opening up of the

Russian market, there begins for Lodz an epoch of rapid development that has become

torrential since the 1870s. For in Lodz we see:

1860   32,000 inhabitants and   2,600,000 rubles’ production

1878 100,000 inhabitants and 26,000,000 rubles’ production

1885 150,000 inhabitants and 36,500,000 rubles’ production

1895 315,000 inhabitants and 90,000,000 rubles’ production

In the last  25 years,  production in Lodz was also  transformed.  Up until  the  1870s,

cotton goods were made for a limited market, primarily for the well-to-do classes. But

when the Russian market was opened to Polish industry and gradually a new class of

customers,  the  working  population,  began  to  play  the  leading  role  in  demand,  the

textile industry in Lodz had to adjust itself to the new customers. So the Lodz factories

went over to the production of cheaper and simpler cotton goods, such as tricot and

other crudely printed material, but above all to the production of fustian. Fabrication of

this cloth was first transplanted from Saxony to the city of Pabianice in 1873. Today it

dominates the entire  production of the district,  as  the following figures show. Lodz

manufactured:

1881 1886

Lancort  29%    27%

Bjas  44%    29%

Fustian  10%    35%

Mitkal    5.5%    5%

Miscellaneous  11.5%    4%

100.0% 100%

The sudden turn in the tariff policy in 1877 also called to life a new branch of the cotton

industry in the Lodz district, namely the fabrication of so-called mixed yarn from cotton

and wool (vignone). Until that time massively imported to Russia from Werdau and

Crimmitschau,  this  product  found  its  entry  into  Russia  closed  shortly  after  the

introduction of the gold tariff. To circumvent this tariff wall, several factories were now
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transferred directly from Saxony to Lodz by German entrepreneurs, and by 1886 over

39,000 spindles of mixed yarn were manufactured here.

In this way the current configuration of the large cotton industry in the Lodz district

appears as a product of the opening of  the Russian market and of Russian customs

policy in the 1870s.

The district’s wool industry is dominated no less by the same factors. The powerful

jump  in  production  from  4  millions  in  1870  to  22  millions  in  1880  shows  what

influence the  Russian market  exerted on this  Polish industrial  branch.  As  for  wool

spinning in particular, it  owes its current development quite particularly to Russia’s

customs policy. The introduction of the gold tariff in 1877 had the transplantation of

many foreign spinning mills to Lodz as an immediate consequence; the largest, with

22,000 spindles,  was  founded in  1879 by Allart  Rousseau Fils  and is  today still  an

affiliate of this firm in Roubaix, where it also obtains its half-finished goods. Since the

1870s, Poland became the source of supply of yarn for Russia, and its production in this

branch surpasses the Russian by more than 217 per cent; in Poland it amounted to

18,749,000 rubles in 1890, in Russia 5,909,000 rubles. In the most recent periods, the

customs policy has helped two other branches of the textile industry in Lodz – stocking

and knitting mills – to blossom.

A still more interesting illustration of the effect of Russian customs policy on Polish

industry is offered by the history of the second district, Sosnowiec.

This  includes  the  southwestern  part  of  the  Piotrkov  Gubernia,  lying  close  to  the

Prussian  border,  and  the  cities  of  Czestochova,  Bedzin,  Zaviercie,  Sielce,  and

Sosnowiec. While the Lodz district began its industrial development in the 1820s, the

industry of the Sosnowiec district, as was mentioned, represents a phenomenon of quite

recent date.

Up until the 1860s there was nothing to be seen here but miles of thick pine forests,

but  within 15 years this  forest region transformed itself  into a lively industrial  area

whose textile industry is already beginning to give serious competition to that of old

Lodz.

Two important circumstances greatly favored the rapid development of industry in

the Sosnowiec district. First, the cheapness of fuel. The southern part of the Piotrkov

Gubernia  forms  the  coal  basin  of  Poland,  and  its  nearness  put  young  Sosnowiec

industry in an outstandingly advantageous position in comparison with not only Russia

but also the other parts of Poland. The average price of one pood of coal in the districts

concerned, by place, amounts to:
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Sosnowiec district   2.40 –   9.7 kopeks

Warsaw district 11.22 – 13.0 kopeks

Lodz district 11.50 – 14.9 kopeks

Second, the cheapness of labor. From the outset, this coal industry placed a contingent

of “free” female labor power at the disposal of the factories of the district, in the persons

of the members of the miners’ families. Here too the Sosnowiec district finds itself in a

significantly more advantageous position than the Lodz district. Specifically, wages per

month in rubles amount to:

Sosnowiec District Lodz District

Men Women Children Men Women Children

Finishing 13.50 10.75 8.50 26.00 18.0  9.75

Wool spinning 29.25 9.0 6.0  28.25 18.25 6.0  

Mixed spinning 21.25 10.25 – 22.0  13.0  –

Cotton spinning 15.75 11.0  4.75 21.0  17.75 4.50

Average 20.0  10.25 6.25 24.30 16.6  6.7  

The difference for the textile industry in Lodz in comparison with Sosnowiec amounts

to + 21.5 per cent for men, for women + 61.9 per cent, for children + 4.7 per cent.

The real reason for the rise of industry in the Sosnowiec district, however, was the

new era in Russian customs policy.  Right after  1877 a whole series of  Prussian and

Saxon factories were simply moved from Germany to Poland. Considerable industry

was soon concentrated in one zone of three Russian miles along the border. Of the 27

most significant factories that could be counted here in the vicinity of the border in

1886,  five  had  been  founded  before  1877,  22  in  1877-1886  (81.5  per  cent).  The

production of the factories in Sosnowiec amounted to half a million rubles in 1879, 13

million rubles in 1886, making an increase of 2,500 per cent in seven years.

The development of factory production in the Sosnowiec district went hand in hand

with a surprising growth of the coal industry. Supported and, in the 1830s (1833-1842),

even directly run by the Polish Bank, this industry developed quite slowly up until the

1860s and in 1860 produced a yield of 3.6 million poods of coal. Since this time, three

important factors have come into play one after the other, which powerfully furthered

the development of mining: first, the construction of railroads in the 1860s and 1870s;

second, the development of factory industry; and third, the prohibitive tariff system.

The upswing is expressed in the following figures:

Coal production, in millions of poods, was:
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1860     3.6

1870   13.8

1880   78.4

1890 150.8

Thus, during the 20 years from 1870 to 1890, production increased by 993 per cent.

The railroads form one of the most important buyers of coal. The Polish as well as the

South Russian coal basins supply Russia’s railways with fuel. The consumption of the

latter amounted to:

In millions of poods

1880 1885 1890

of South Russian coal 22.2 34.3 39.8

of Polish coal 10.8 13.8 17.5

But factory industry is a still more important buyer of coal. In 1890 the Lodz district

alone  used  30.6  million  poods  of  coal,  the  Warsaw  district  26  million,  and  the

Sosnowiec district 40 million poods, in which the iron works played a great role. In

1893, coal consumption in Warsaw came to 35.5 million poods, in Lodz in the same

year 36.2 million, and in the year 1896 41 million poods.

A new epoch in the Polish coal industry begins with the extension of the protective

tariff policy to this branch of production in 1884, which hit the until then duty-free

import of foreign coal with a tariff of one-half to two kopeks in gold per pood. The

immediate result was a great “coal crisis” in Russia, i.e., a great coal shortage as a result

of the backward methods of the Russian coal works and their inability to take the place

of English coal with their own, relative to growing demand.

This was turned to the advantage of the Polish coal works, which rapidly expanded

their activity and in a few years conquered all the important markets in Russia: Odessa,

Moscow, St.  Petersburg, even South Russia.  Although the crisis  has long since been

overcome, Polish coal has since then beaten South Russian coal stepbystep out of the

field  in  Russia,  on  the  Moscow-Kursk,  Moscow-Brest,  Kiev-Voronesh,  Fastow,  St.

Petersburg-Warsaw  railway  lines  and  in  part  on  the  southwestern  lines.  In  1894,

5,824,000 poods of coal came to Odessa from Poland, as against 5,300,000 from the

South Russian basin.

It still remains to cast a glance at the district’s iron industry. This has a longer history

behind it,  for already in the Duchy of Warsaw in the year 1814 there were 46 blast
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furnaces for iron ore. Development proceeded so slowly, however, that up to the 1880s

Poland had not brought this industry beyond a production of 2.5 million poods of raw

iron, 1.4 million poods of iron, and 3.9 million poods of steel.

A new page in the history of the Polish iron industry begins with the turn in Russian

customs policy.  The brief  free-trade period after  the  Crimean War lasted somewhat

longer for iron than for other commodities, since the Russian iron works could not have

satisfied the enormous demand created by railway construction even with the strongest

protective tariff policy. But since 1881 the protective tariff has taken the place of free

trade here, too, and after a gradual increase the customs rate was set in 1887 at 25 and

30 kopeks in gold per pood of raw iron, at 50 kopeks to 1.10 rubles for iron, and at 70

kopeks for steel; the tariff of 1891 brought a new increase in customs. As the immediate

effect of the revision of the tariff we see the import of foreign metals to Russia decline in

the following way:

In millions of poods

Raw Iron Iron Steel

1881 14.3 6.5 1.4

1891 7.1 5.0 1.0

Correspondingly,  metal  production in Russia  and Poland grew – in the latter,  as

follows:

In millions of poods

Raw Iron Iron and Steel

1860 0.7 0.3

1870 1.3
(100%)

0.6
(100%)

1880 2.4 5.5

1890 7.4
(+488%)

7.5
(+1054%)

The third industrial district, the Warsaw district, does not have so strongly stamped a

physiognomy as the two already described. Here we find a great diversity of industrial

branches, but the most important are machine production and the sugar industry. The

history of the first is completely told in the following simple comparison. While until

1860  only  nine  factories  producing  agricultural  machines  existed  in  Poland,  in

1860-1885 42 new ones were established. Here, as in all earlier cases, we see the same

upswing as a result of the transformation of the market in the 1860s and 1870s.
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Finally, let’s take a look at the history of the sugar industry. It had already made its

start in the 1820s but until the 1850s was only a subsidiary branch of agriculture, of

small dimensions and often run by the landowners themselves. The production of the

31 plants in operation in 1848 did not exceed 177,500 poods, amounting to no more

than 5,000 to 6,000 poods per factory. The year 1854 shows the greatest number of

sugar factories, when there were 55. Since the abolition of serfdom and the revolution

in  agriculture,  sugar  production  severed  itself  from  agriculture  and  became  an

independent  branch of industry.  The number of  establishments gradually decreased

through the simultaneous concentration of  production. In 1870 we find still  only 41

sugar factories with 1.2 million poods’ annual production.

But a true revolution was brought about in the sugar industry by the tax and customs

policy  of  the  Russian  government.  Namely,  in  1867  the  singular  system  of  sugar

taxation that had applied in Poland until then was annulled and replaced by that of the

Russian Empire. The latter was based on taxation not of the finished product actually

produced, but on the amount of finished product which was assumed to be produced in

every factory, measured by the fixed standard productivity of the press apparatus.

In  this  form  the  sugar  tax  naturally  became  the  spur  to  the  improvement  of

production; it soon moved all sugar factories to introduce the diffusion method, which

pushed productivity above the norm taken as the basis for the tax, making the nominal

tax of 80 kopeks per pood in reality only 35 or even 20. In 1876, to encourage sugar

exports, the rebate on the excise on exported sugar was ordered, which in view of the

above circumstances came to the same thing as a colossal export subsidy. This was yet

another spur to a feverish improvement of production methods and to expansion of

production.

In a few years the sugar industry in Russia and in Poland transformed themselves

into large-scale industry. While Russia had only exported 4 poods of  sugar in 1874,

sugar exports in 1877 already amounted to 3,896,902 poods, for which the government

had to “refund” roughly 3 million rubles – half of the entire sugar excise levied in the

Empire. In 1881 the government took steps toward thorough reform of taxation of the

sugar  industry,  but  in  the  meantime  the  industry  had  reached  very  high  levels  of

technological development. In Poland there were:

In 1869-70 41 factories with 1.2 million poods’ production;

In 1890-91 40 factories with 4.8 million poods’ production.

From  this  feverish  expansion  of  production  there  followed  a  crisis  in  1885,  which

brought in its wake the establishment of a sugar cartel  embracing all of  Russia and

Poland and so imprinted this branch of production with the clearest stamp of a large-
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scale industry. One fruit of this cartel is the fact that Russian sugar, whose production

cost amounts to one and five-sixths d per pound, is bought outside the Empire for one

and two-thirds d, but in Kiev for four d per pound. No wonder that with such monopoly

prices the sugar factories are able to yield enormous dividends.

The foregoing picture of industry in Poland would not be complete if it were not at

least  supplemented  with  some  information  about  the  role  of  this  industry  in  the

economy of the Russian Empire in general and, in particular, in comparison with other

important  industrial  districts.  The  significance  of  Poland  and  the  two  capitals  of

Russian  factory  production  –  St.  Petersburg  and  Moscow  –  in  terms  of  industrial

activity can be generally represented by the following:

1890
Total Production

(in millions of rubles)

Per Capita
(in rubles)

Russian Empire 1,597    13.5

Moscow district    460 38

Petersburg district    242 40

Poland    210 23

As can be seen, Polish industry takes third place in the Empire, in absolute as well as in

relative terms, while Moscow in absolute terms and Petersburg in relative terms claims

first place. If we single out the two most important branches of production, textiles and

mining, we obtain the following comparison:

Of the total production of the Empire (without Finland), which amounted to 82.0

million poods of raw iron, 25.7 million of iron, 34.5 million of steel, and 550 million of

coal, the share falling to:

Raw Iron Iron Steel Coal

Ural district 36% 56%   7.7%   2.9%

Donets district 40%   6% 42.0% 54.0%

Poland 14% 14% 23.0% 40.0%

Specifically, in metal and coal production the Donets (South Russian) basin and the

Urals  are  the  most  important  Russian  districts,  and Poland  is  in  competition  with

primarily the former but in part also with the latter for the Russian market. As we see,

Poland stands in second place in the Empire in mining, right behind the Donets district,

excluding the production of raw iron, where it takes third place. Although Poland has

only  7.3  per  cent  of  the  Empire’s  total  population,  it  has  a  quarter  of  the  Russian

Empire’s steel production and two-fifths of its coal production.
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Similarly, in the Empire’s textile industry Poland plays a very significant role quite

out  of  proportion with the size  of  its  population.  The share  of  the  total  number  of

spindles  and  looms  in  the  Empire’s  cotton  industry,  which  in  1886  amounted  to

3,913,000 and 84,500 respectively, fell to:

Spindles Looms

Moscow district 55% 71.6%

Petersburg district 29% 12.8%

Poland 13% 12.5%

Here, too, Poland stands in third place. In the other branches it has a much greater

significance, as is seen from the following: Of the total textile industry in the Empire,

whose value of production amounted to 580.9 million rubles in 1892, 19.5 per cent fell

to Poland; its share in individual branches, however, amounted in cotton spinning to

15.6 per cent, in cotton weaving to 16 per cent, in linen making to 42 per cent, in wool

weaving and cloth making to 29.6 per cent,  in wool spinning to 77 per cent, and in

knitting to 78 per cent.

If Poland is on the whole outstripped by the industries of the central and Petersburg

areas,  nevertheless  it  leads  all  the  other  parts  of  the  Empire  in  certain  important

branches of the economy. In particular, Poland’s great significance in these branches

points to a far-reaching division of labor between Polish and Russian industry.

<<< Last Chapter    |    Next Chapter >>>

The Industrial Development of Poland

Last updated on: 28.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part I:

The History and Present State of Polish Industry

It  has  become  clear  from  the  foregoing  that  the  Russian  market  forms  the  real

mainspring  of  the  current  industrial  development  of  Poland.  It  would  therefore  be

interesting to hear more precise statements about the extent of the market for Polish

commodities  in  Russia,  but  this  can  be  determined  only  with  difficulty.  As  in  the

statistics of all nations, there exists in those of Russia a great lack of data on internal

trade. Here an overview can be obtained only indirectly and approximately. The official

inquiry that took place in 1886 showed that of the 141 largest factories, which together

represent a third of all production,

37 factories with   7,061,984 rubles produce exclusively for Poland,

27 factories with   7,480,645 rubles produce exclusively for Russia,

11 factories with 13,224,589 rubles produce chiefly for Poland,

34 factories with 22,824,013 rubles produce chiefly for Russia,

32 factories with 19,311,695 rubles produce half for Poland and half for Russia.

If  we  assume  the  expression  “chiefly”  to  be  equivalent  to  two-thirds,  then  Polish

industry’s market can be represented as follows: The 141 factories produce commodities

for Poland to the value of 33,142,228 rubles, equaling 47%;

for Russia to the value of 36,760,698 rubles, equaling 52%.

The general conclusion reached by the commission of inquiry was that Polish factories

sell  50  to  55  per  cent  of  their  products  in  Russia.  This  conclusion  also  confirms

particular statements on the market for the city of Lodz’s textile industry. These were

(in poods):
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1884 (crisis) 1885 1886

Poland Russia Poland Russia Poland Russia

Cotton wool and cloth 372,390 1,004,286 321,344 1,115,460 443,565 1,507,259

Yarn      45,290        4,524   63,051      99,951   56,583      90,136

Total 417,680 1,008,810 384,395 1,215,411 500,148 1,597,395

Thus the center of the textile industry was already selling three-fourths of its products

in Russia by the middle of the 1880s. In the ten years since the above calculations were

made, however, it is probable that this situation has shifted in much greater measure in

favor of sales in Russia, since production has grown by roughly half again since then,

while the domestic market has obviously been able to increase only relatively little. On

the other hand, we have direct evidence that the Polish market opened up new areas in

Russia during these ten years, about which we will have more to say later. Thus one can

assume  as  the  minimum  situation  today  that  two-thirds  of  the  products  of  Polish

industry are absorbed by Russia. Specifically, this market encompasses those branches

of industry that form the main stem of large-scale capitalist production in any country:

the textile,  metal,  and coal industries.  Naturally  a whole series of  smaller industrial

branches, such as sugar and fancy-goods production, tanning,  etc.,  are also sending

their products to Russia in ever growing amounts.

The  advance  of  the  Polish  market  in  Russia  offers  an  interesting  picture  from a

geographical standpoint. As was said, this trade began in larger scale only in the 1870s.

For a long time, however, it was restricted to only the western and southern gubernias

of the Empire – to Lithuania and the Ukraine, thus actually to the old parts of what was

then Poland. But in the beginning of the 1880s, Poland conquered a new market in

Russia’s south, in so-called New Russia. In the middle of the 1880s, Polish trade makes

another step forward. In 1883 the free transit to the Transcaucasus via Batum, agreed

to  in  the Berlin  Congress,  was  abolished  and a  tariff  border  erected.  With this  the

Western  European  countries,  above  all  England,  lost  a  significant  market  for  their

products, a market that now went over to Russian and Polish industrialists. In the year

1885 Polish manufactured goods appeared for the first time in the Caucasus; since that

time their import of these goods to the three centers of Caucasian trade has grown as

follows:

In poods Batum Tiflis Baku

1885-86 39,000   55,000   68,000

1887-88 95,100 200,000 258,000

At the end of the 1880s Polish trade pushed to the northeast – to the Volga region.
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Polish imports to the center of Volga trade, Tsaritsyn, were:

1887   55,640 poods;

1888   73,729 poods;

1889 106,403 poods.

At the same time Poland began to take part in European-Asiatic trade;  its products

appeared  in  the  two  colossal  annual  fairs  in  Nizhni-Novgorod,  where  large  Polish

warehouses were built beginning in 1889, and in Irbit. Finally, at the end of the 1880s

and the  beginning  of  the  1890s,  Polish trade  steps  onto  Asian  ground.  First,  trade

relations were entered into with Siberia: in 1888 with Tomsk in West Siberia, in 1892

with Nerchinsk in southeastern Siberia, in 1894 Polish commodities appear in Omsk.

During the same time Polish trade in Asia also developed in two other directions, on the

one hand to China, on the other to Persia and Asia Minor.

In the course of 20 years, 1870-1890, Polish trade found access step-by-step to every

corner of European Russia. This rapid expansion of the market, as we have seen, turned

Polish factory production into large-scale industry in 20 years. Since then, however, it

has  been  preparing  itself  for  a  new,  important  undertaking:  the  conquest  of  Asian

markets. Polish trade has already made several important steps in this direction. This,

however, is doubtless only the beginning of a beginning, and the tremendous prospects

that are opening to industry thanks to the Trans-Siberian Railway and the powerful

effect of Russian policy in Asia mean a new revolution for Polish industry (among other

things),a revolution perhaps even more thoroughgoing than that which it experienced

in the 1870s. Polish entrepreneurs are preparing themselves in all seriousness for this

future and turn their attention persistently to Asia. A museum of the East has been built

in Warsaw, which has the special  task of making manufacturers thoroughly familiar

with the commodities, the tastes, and the requirements of Asia. The prospectus of the

new institution reports:

“Sugar and brandy, machines and pipe, glass, faience, and porcelain, shoes,

cravats, and gloves, shawls, cotton and linen, which are made here did not

go further than to a neighboring gubernia not long ago; today they travel

over the Don, the Urals, to the Caucasus, over the Caspian Sea, to China,

Persia, and Asia Minor. But in order to extend this as far as possible, our

taste cannot be imposed on those for whom the goods are intended; rather

they must be adapted to, we must produce what will sell in those markets,

where, however, taste is endlessly different from our own ...  The type of

cloth,  the  form,  the  pattern,  the  favorite  colors  are  different  there  than

here... That which we have produced until now was pre-eminently intended
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for the civilized emigrant population layers of those countries. The masses

stand  outside  the  scope  of  our  industry.  However,  we  want  to  produce

goods that  correspond to  the  taste  and the customs of  the  masses,  and

therefore we must become acquainted with the needs of these masses.”

This in brief outline is the history of industry in Russian Poland. Beginning with the

efforts of the Kingdom of Poland, it attempts from the first moment to take possession

of the Russian market. Then, with access to those markets impeded, industry develops

slowly and stepbystep. The social crisis that Russia experienced in the 1860s also tears

Poland  out  of  its  economic  stasis  and  drags  it  into  the  whirlpool  of  capitalist

development. With the renewed and this time permanent opening up of the Russian

market, Polish industry gains very fertile ground and quickly goes through the process

of transformation into large-scale industry. Russia’s tariff policy monopolizes the favors

of this enormous market area for Russian and Polish capitalists and engenders feverish

capital accumulation. Factory industry becomes the leading factor of Poland’s entire

social life, in which a total revolution has also occurred in the last 25 years.

As we have mentioned above, until the 1860s Poland preserved the character of an

agricultural country dominated by the landowner class in all areas of public life. The

Peasant  Reform  diminished  to  a  great  extent  this  predominance  of  noble  landed

property.  The  necessity  of  laying  out  the  money  capital  now  indispensable  for

operations  heavily  increased  its  indebtedness.  The  supervening  general  crisis  in

European agriculture in the 1880s and the fall in the price of grain finished it off.

The  whole  broad  layer  of  medium-sized  noble  landed  property  thus  moved,  and

moves, closer to its own ruin every day. Fifteen per cent of aristocratic property has

already passed out of  the hands of  its  owners and into German and Jewish hands;

another  15  per  cent  has  been  broken  up  into  parcels  and  sold  to  peasants.  The

remaining landed property is burdened with .mortgages amounting to 80 per cent of

the value on the average, but in two-fifths of the cases to 100 up to 250 per cent. But at

the  same  time  industry  grew  stronger  and  stronger,  and  soon  it  was  to  overtake

agriculture in all respects. Already in 1880 the value of industrial production was equal

to  that  of  grain production.  Today it  has  surpassed grain  production by  more than

double; the former amounts to at least 23 rubles per capita, the latter only 11 rubles.

Furthermore, this quantitatively inferior agriculture is wholly reduced to dependence

on industry. While Poland was then “a European granary,” a country producing grain

principally for the world market, it now hardly satisfies its own needs. Industry created

an internal market that devours the entire farm product. If today Poland still exports

considerable quantities of wheat, this happens only because she imports still  greater

quantities  of  lesser  kinds  of  grain  from  Russia  as  substitute.  Secondly,  agriculture

today,  in  view of  the  constantly  falling  price  of  grain  is  forced to  emancipate  itself
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altogether  from pure  wheat  production  and to  devote  itself  more  and  more  to  the

cultivation  of  so-called  technical  crops  for  industry  as  well  as  cattle-breeding.  It  is

unnecessary to emphasize that handicraft, too, where it has not been destroyed directly

by the competition of  factories,  on the  contrary  lives  on factory  industry  – in  part

working for it directly, in part profiting from the accumulation of capital and growth in

the domestic market that industry brought about. Industry has now become the stem

from which all other branches of the country’s material existence draw their life’s blood.

Or  better  put,  it  is  the  mainspring  around  which  all  aspects  of  material  existence

revolve and subordinate themselves: agriculture, handicraft. trade, and transportation.

Poland, once the country so very unique in its social relations, has become a typical

capitalist country. The mechanical loom and the steam engine have robbed her of her

original physiognomy and imprinted on her a leveling international character. Already

in 1884 Poland suffered the specifically capitalist disease,its first big crisis. Today, here

and  there  in  the  awakening  labor  movement,  Polish  capitalism’s  Hypocratic

characteristics are emerging as well.

<<< Last Chapter    |    Next Chapter >>>
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

The picture given thus far of the development and present state of industry in Poland is

completely different from that offered by the history of the urban trades in the Poland

of  the  Middle  Ages.  Despite  the  identical  nature  of  their  origins  –  artificial,

governmental transplanting from Germany – manufacture in Poland not only did not

perish, as had urban handicraft earlier, but developed itself into heavy industry. And

despite  its  foreign  German  beginnings,  it  not  only  drove  deep  roots  into  Poland’s

national life, but actually became the ruling, tone-setting factor.

Only recently certain phenomena have appeared that have awakened fears on many

sides about the continued future of Polish industry. It is clear that the market in Russia,

and  in  connection  with  that  the  market  opened  up  since  then  in  Asia,  forms  the

mainspring of Polish industry. In all these areas, however, Polish products are of course

in competition with Russian goods. A natural conflict of interest between the Russian

and Polish bourgeoisies over these markets appears at first glance to result, a conflict

that must become harsher the more Polish industry grows. On the other hand, it seems

to be just as natural for the Russian capitalist class to have the Russian government on

its side against the Polish competition, that the government could use its power to the

disadvantage of Polish industry, and perhaps erect a tariff barrier between Poland and

Russia once more as the simplest and most ruthless means of effecting this. Such ideas

have made themselves very much heard recently,  and here and there the opinion is

expressed that after  the prevailing period of  prosperity a  period of  persecution and

punishment from the side of the Russian government has begun for Polish industry,

which will sooner or later go under.

Therefore, before we conclude the description of Polish industry, we must go into the

question of what significance the conflict of interest between Polish and Russian factory

production in fact has, what the preparations of Polish industry are in its competitive

battle with Russian industry, and what the position of the Russian government toward

this struggle is. In this way, we will be in a position to complete the history of industry

in Poland through a perspective on its future.
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Above all, it is totally untrue that the competition and the struggle between the central

and the Polish industrial districts, the struggle about which so much fuss was made a

few  years  ago,  is  a  new  phenomenon  dating  only  from  the  1880s,  as  is  generally

assumed. Quite the contrary: this battle is as old as Polish industry itself. Already in the

1820s  the  government  was  presented  with  petitions  that  from  the  Russian  side

concerned  the  increase  of  the  Russian-Polish  tariffs,  from the  Polish  side  the  total

abolition of the tariff barrier between Poland and Russia. Since then the rivalry has

never really ceased. Excluding the year 1826, there were 1,831 petitions from Russian

entrepreneurs sent to St. Petersburg – always with complaints about Polish industry

and with demands for support for the “Fatherland’s” industry in its fight against the

Polish. As one observes from the history of Polish industry, in the end the government

not only did not fulfill the requests of the Russian entrepreneurs, but, on the contrary,

abolished the tariff border between Poland and Russia in 1851 and so let the contest

between the enemy industries take its own course. The battle flared up intensely and

anew in the middle of the 1880s, first because Polish industry at this time – as was

mentioned – took possession of a whole series of new market areas in Russia, in the

south  as  well  as  the  east,  and  second  because,  just  at  that  time,  the  whole  textile

industry of the Sosnowiec district was seemingly conjured up out of the ground at the

Prussian border. But on the other hand the price of  goods, forced up suddenly and

severely by the change in tariff policies at the end of the 1870s, had fallen somewhat

toward the middle of the 1880s. The Moscow entrepreneurs, upset by this, began “to

seek out the guilty party,” and found it, too: Polish competition. Here the battle was led

chiefly by the Moscow cotton manufacturers,  in the face of the conquest of Russian

markets by Polish cotton goods.

A certain Sharapov led the first attack from the side of the Moscow entrepreneurs in a

public speech which he gave in Moscow and in Ivanovo-Voznesenski in 1885 and which

later appeared in print. From the start, Sharapov struck the keynotes and puffed up the

whole campaign of Moscow cotton versus Lodz fustian into a historic duel between the

Slavic and German races. He demonstrated that Polish industry in every way enjoyed

more favorable conditions than Russian industry; for example, according to Sharapov,

cheaper German credit was at Poland’s disposal – it cost 3.5 to 4 per cent, while the
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entrepreneurs  in  central  Russia  had  to  pay  7  to  8  per  cent.  Second,  cheaper  raw

materials  were available  to Poland,  which also had to bear far  lower transportation

costs  than  the  Moscow  districts  lying  far  to  the  east.  Third,  Poland  enjoyed  more

favorable railway rates, which it obtained as a result of the private agreement among

the railway companies. Fourth and finally, it had significantly lower taxes to pay: in the

central district amounting to 3,600 rubles per 1 million rubles of production; in Lodz,

however, 1,400 rubles;, and in small Polish cities only 109 rubles.

Sharapov called the government to battle against the “German” industry of Poland

and to the rescue of the Russian and Polish elements oppressed by it (!).

The  next  year,  1886,  the  Moscow  entrepreneurs  ordered  a  deputation  to  St.

Petersburg with the “most humble and obedient” request to once again establish a tariff

line between Poland and Russia.

The government, thus approached,  formed a commission in the same year,  1886,

consisting  of  Professors  Yanshul,  Ilyin,  and  Langowoi,  which  had  the  task  of

investigating  the  conditions  of  production  of  the  Polish  industrial  districts  and  of

checking into the claims of Moscow manufacturers and their correctness. The results of

this investigation, carried out more seriously and more thoroughly than any other, was

the following.

On the side of Polish industry we see cheaper fuel, smaller fixed capital, lower taxes, a

better  labor  force,  and more  advantageous  spatial  concentrations  of  firms in  a  few

spots. On the side of Russian industry, on the other hand, cheaper labor power, smaller

transportation costs to the markets (Caucasus, Volga region, Asia), smaller outlays on

the workforce (hospitals, schools, etc.), profits from the factory stores, finally a surplus

of water to run the cotton weaving and spinning mills. In conclusion, the commission

came out  against  the  introduction  of  a  tariff  line  between  Poland and Russia,  and

likewise against a differential tariff on raw cotton directed against Poland, first because

the government “would hardly deem it possible to treat Poland as a foreign country in

trade and industrial relations,” and second because a higher differential tariff “would

appear to the inhabitants of Poland, Russian subjects, as an injustice against them and

would doubtless give rise to great dissatisfaction.” The commission considered the only

just measure to be an increase in the prevailing taxes on Polish industry sufficient to

equalize them with Russian taxes.

In 1887 the Moscow entrepreneurs once more presented a petition to the Finance

Minister at the annual fair in Nizhni-Novgorod in which they requested an increase in

the duties on cotton and the introduction of a higher differential tariff at the Polish

border. Now the Lodz manufacturers also entered the fray. They answered the above-
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mentioned document with a counter-petition, in which they sought to prove that they

suffered significantly less advantageous conditions of  production than their  Moscow

competitors,  that  the  cotton  mills  of  the  central  district  yielded up to  8.4  per  cent

profits while those in Poland yielded only 7.5 per cent, that transport of raw cotton from

Liverpool  to Moscow cost  35.77  kopeks per pood but  from Liverpool  to Lodz 37.10

kopeks  per  pood,  that  therefore  a  further  worsening  of  their  situation  by  the

introduction of a differential tariff on cotton would make cotton production extremely

difficult for them.

In  1888 a  commission  was  once  again  set  up  under  the  chairmanship  of  Ber  to

investigate  the  dispute.  Its  conclusions  this  time  were  very  much  to  Poland’s

disadvantage, and the commission called for a series of measures to protect the Moscow

industrial  district  against  better-situated  Polish  industry.  Meanwhile  the  Moscow

industrialists again submitted a petition to the Finance Minister in 1888, in which they

complained  about  their  pressing  situation  and  demanded  measures  from  the

government against “parasitical” Polish industry.

The  Lodz  industrialists  published  an  agitational  piece  in  1889  under  the  title

Moscow’s Battle with Lodz, in which they attempted to show through the mouth of

“an impartial, non-partisan observer” that Lodz had to pay more for raw cotton than

did Moscow, that the advantage of cheaper fuel which Lodz had over Moscow only came

to  the  negligible  amount  of  0.2  kopeks  per  arshin  of  material,  that  the  origins  of

Moscow’s more expensive credit lay with Moscow itself, and that it is was because of

insufficient organization that Lodz suffered from a shortage of water,  paid more for

labor, and, finally, made smaller profits than central Russian industry.

In 1890 the organization and nationalization of the railway tariff system undertaken

by the government gave rise once more to the convocation of a new commission. This

commission was  to  investigate,  for  the  xth  time,  what  the  state  of  the  competitive

conditions of the Polish and central Russian industrial districts was, and how, relative

to  this,  the  railway  fares  for  the  lines  of  importance  to  the  competitors  should  be

figured.  This  commission,  which  functioned  under  the  chairmanship  of  the

representative of the railway department, Lazarev, again came to no conclusion. The

representatives of the Lodz and Moscow industrialists gave their well-known arguments

and counter-arguments as best they could. Two arguments from the Polish side were

the only new additions, namely, their reference to the use of cheap naphtha residue as

fuel in the Moscow industrial district, and the claim that the tax burden was greater in

Poland than in central Russia, specifically 5.82 rubles per member of the population in

the latter, but in the former 6.64 rubles.

However  the  next  year,  1891,  a  well-known  economist,  Belov,  was  authorized  to
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investigate the conditions of production in Poland and central Russia. This too came to

the  conclusion  that  all  the  disadvantages  were  on  the  Lodz  side,  while  all  the

advantages  were  on  Moscow’s:  specifically,  cheaper  labor  power,  longer  labor  time

(Moscow 3,429 hours a year, Poland 3,212), cheaper fuel (naphtha residue costs 6d per

cwt, whereas coal for the same amount of heat is significantly more, 10.25 per cwt),

cheaper raw cotton, and, finally, more favorable railway fares. The same Shaparov who

had sounded the first alarm against Lodz in 1885 now claimed as a result of the Belov

investigation that the situation had completely changed since 1885 and that Lodz now

absolutely did not deserve to be punished in any way.

It was necessary to treat the various stages of the dispute between Lodz and Moscow

so thoroughly in order to show how difficult it is to form an unbiased opinion on this

question, and how carefully claims about this point usually must be taken. For there is

not  a  single  argument  which  was  not  brought  up  by  both  parties,  with  directly

contradictory  figures  as  proof,  and  it  is  only  too  easy  to  unconsciously  become  a

mouthpiece for one of these two industrialists’ choirs.

Now that we have become acquainted in brief with the story of the Moscow-Lodz

dispute and the main points around which it centers, we ourselves will  compare the

competitive conditions of the two industries with each other in all the main points, in

order to achieve an objective grasp of the problem on the basis of quantitative evidence.

<<< Last Chapter    |    Next Chapter >>>
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

1.  Fuel.  One  of  the  by  far  most  important  conditions  of  production for  any factory

industry  is  fuel.  For Polish industry  this  factor  is  seen by  many researchers  as  the

decisive  one  in  its  development,  and  is  regarded  as  the  most  important  in  its

competitive struggle with Russian industry. So says the report of the above-mentioned

commission of 1886: “Fuel is doubtless that factor of production which makes up the

most important difference in the conditions of production of the central gubernias and

the Kingdom of Poland.”

Polish  industry  possesses  large  and  rich  collieries,  while  the  center  of  Russian

industry, the Moscow district, lies far away from the collieries of the Donets area and is

in the main forced to rely on more expensive wood or peat. “The price of wood in the

Moscow gubernia is  higher every  day,  and according to the calculation of  Engineer

Belikov, costs on the average 11.6 to 13.1 kopeks per pood of wood. Peat, whose use in

the factories is growing rapidly and which is already being used in Moscow to the extent

of 100,000 cords annually, comes to 12 and even 16 kopeks per pood, mainly due to

high transport costs, and its use is in any case only to a factory’s advantage if it is in the

close vicinity of the peatbog.”

In Moscow, Russian coal costs 13.3 kopeks (from Tula), 17.5 (from Riazan), and 25

(from the Donets area). English coal also costs 25 kopeks per pood. “How much more

relatively expensive the most-used fuels, wood and peat, are – given at the same time

the impossibility of replacing them by still more expensive coal – and how vital this
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question  is  for  Russian  industry,  can  be  judged  by  the  following:  Average  heat

production, according to the account of the same Engineer Belikov, is 2,430 degrees

(F.C.) to 2,700 degrees for wood, for Moscow peat 1,920 to 2,800 degrees; the same

heat production for coal is 3,280 degrees for that from Tula, but for coal from Donets

and for English coal it goes far above 5,000 degrees.”

In  this  connection,  Polish  industry  finds  itself  in  a  quite  different  situation.  The

average price of coal in the main centers of industry – Sosnowiec, Lodz, and Warsaw –

are:  2.4-4.95 kopeks,  11.5  kopeks,  and 13 kopeks  per pood,  thus  less  than wood in

Moscow, while heat production is of course significantly greater.

Calculated per unit of product, outlays for fuel amount to:

per pood of cotton yarn

in Poland in Moscow in St. Petersburg

38 kopeks 90 kopeks 53 kopeks

These figures suffice to show the great advantage that Polish industry has in regard to

fuel over its Russian competition.

Professor  Schulze-Gävernitz  nevertheless  believes  it  possible  to  say  that  “natural

advantages are of no benefit to Polish industry. Certainly cheaper fuel is pointed to, but

according  to  Mendeleyev’s  data,  compared  with  the  above-mentioned  report,  this

advantage declines to the extent that Moscow goes over to naphtha fuel (one pood of

bituminous coal in Lodz, 12-13 kopeks, the same heat value in naphtha, 12.75 kopeks).”

On that, the following should be noted. First, a pood of bituminous coal does not cost

12-13 kopeks in Lodz, as Professor Schulze-Gavernitz says, but 8.75–13.5 (or 8.3–14.7),

and a pood of naphtha coal, i.e., a quantity of naphtha corresponding calorifically to a

pood of coal, costs not 12.75 kopeks but 13–20 kopeks, thus significantly more than coal

in Poland. Second, for the present naphtha makes up only 20.5 per cent of all fuel in the

Moscow district – in particular, 29.4 per cent in the cotton industry in the Moscow and

Vladimir gubernias – and so cannot influence the conditions of production among the

overwhelming majority of the factories in these districts.

But third, as far as the future of this fuel method, Professor Mendeleyev says in his

essay dedicated to the naphtha industry: The use of this (naphtha residue) as a fuel

today, where there is no possibility of utilizing the bulk of the naphtha obtained (as a

result  of  the  lack of  a  pipeline to carry  naphtha from Baku to Batum),  is  the  most

natural phenomenon, although a unique and temporary one.” “For normal fuel needs,

particularly for fueling steam engines where any sort of fuel is suitable, the use of a fuel
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as  costly  as  naphtha  residue  can  find  wide  circulation  only  temporarily,  in  those

transitional moments of industrial activity in the nation where industry has not had the

time to arrange a proper bed for itself; but today in all countries that presumes as its

condition – the use of coal.”

And still further. “The use today of 130 million poods of naphtha residue in Russia

must be regarded as a temporary phenomenon, which depends, on the one side, on the

lack of a market for naphtha on the world market, and, on the other, on the lack of

productivity  in  the  extraction  of  coal  and  of  its  distribution  throughout  Russia,

particularly in the center and the southeast.” “The construction of railway lines from

the Donets coal district to the Volga, and various measures directed toward utilization

of naphtha supplies in Baku and toward cheap export of coal from Donets, form the

current  tasks  of  Russia’s  industrial  development,  and must  make an end to today’s

irrational, widespread use of naphtha residue from Baku for steam boilers.”

The above quotations, which express the opinion of the best judges on this question,

suffice  in  our  opinion  to  demonstrate  that  in  the  comparative  valuation of  fuels  in

Poland and in Moscow, naphtha fuel in the latter must be disregarded, as a temporary

phenomenon. What is now called “naphtha residue” is not some actual production by-

product, but the product of the naphtha extraction itself, which is very insufficiently

utilized only as a result of the lack of a market, and to a great extent used for fuel rather

than  lighting:  thus  among  exports  from  Baku,  for  every  pood  of  naphtha  in,  for

example, the year 1891 there corresponds 1.40 poods of naphtha residue, and in 1894 as

much as 2.73 poods. Thus the so-called residue actually forms the main product, and

naphtha on the other hand the by-product.

The abnormality of this phenomenon appears in the quality of the product itself. The

“residue”  so  obtained  explodes  at  50  degrees,  40  degrees,  and  even  30  degrees

Centigrade, while the normal explosion temperature for actual naphtha residue cannot

be lower than 140–120 degrees. Thus also the costly results of cheap fuel: in the course

of the years 1893 and 1894, 20 vessels of the Astrakhan Steamship Company that were

fueled  with “residue”  were  destroyed by  outbreaks  of  fire.  Another  disadvantage  of

naphtha fuel is the fact that this residue, because of its chemical composition, is in fact

used in much greater quantities to produce a specific effective heat than should be the

case  with  real  naphtha  residue.  The  larger  consumption  of  “residue”  sometimes

amounts to 40 per cent, and was confirmed by the administration of the Petersburg-

Moscow railway line as an established phenomenon.

This makes the most important advantage of naphtha fuel – its cheapness – for the

most part completely illusory. Here and there some are already beginning to renounce

the use of  naphtha residue,  as  with the Russian South-East  railway,  which recently
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returned to coal. Certainly the consumption of naphtha residue in the central industrial

district will in the next few years increase before it will decrease, particularly as a result

of overproduction and lower prices. With the Russian government’s current vigor in

promoting capitalism and pushing aside all obstacles in its way, however, the use of

naphtha will soon be reduced to its rational purpose, and factories will be reduced to

using wood and coal. In the end, however, Poland’s advantage remains in full force, for

“in general fuel is half as expensive in Poland as in Moscow.”

2. Labor power. This aspect of industrial activity is usually cited as proof that Poland

has less favorable conditions than does Russia because its labor is more expensive than

the latter’s. Wages are in fact significantly higher in Poland than in Russia, specifically:

Cotton Spinning Cotton Weaving Finishing Wool Spinning

for men      18.75% 36%   19% 59%

for women 42% 37% 107% 91%

for children 14% 79%   85% 27%

Wool Weaving Cloth Making Half-wool Weaving Average

for men   31% 13%   60% 32.2%

for women 105% 33% 122% 73.9%

for children 112% 40% 150% 60.0%

Labor time, on the other hand, is significantly longer in Russia than in Poland. “While

13- to 14-hour-long labor is very widespread in Moscow factories, in Poland it is to be

found  only  in  nine  factories,  and  in  three  of  these  cases  only  in  separate  factory

sections.  While  labor  time lasting  more  than 14  hours  is  absolutely  not  a  rarity  in

Moscow factories and its outer limit is 16 hours, 14-hour labor time must be described

as the outer limit in Poland, and in fact this was found only in two cloth factories.” In

general, 10 to 12 hours were worked in 75 per cent of the factories; thus 11 hours can be

taken as the average labor time for Poland. In Moscow, the average labor time is more

than 12 hours. In Poland, night labor is a rare exception; in Moscow it is wide-spread.

And despite the fact that in Poland the number of work-days in the year is 292, while in

Moscow it amounts to 286; for Poland there are nevertheless only 3,212 labor-hours

per year, while the number in Moscow (figured on the basis of only 12 hours a day) is

3,430 hours, thus 218 hours more.

These  two  factors,  lower  wages  and  long  labor  time,  are  usually  regarded  as

important  advantages  for  Moscow  industry  in  its  competitive  struggle  with  Polish

manufacturing. Yet we believe that this  opinion can be shown to be premature and
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superficial.

First,  in  comparing  wages,  usually  the  wages  of  male  workers  in  Russia  are

juxtaposed to  those  of  male  workers  in  Poland,  while  likewise  the wages  of  female

workers in Russia are compared to those of female workers in Poland. This is how the

1886 commission for the investigation of  Polish industry, among others,  proceeded.

This is wrong, as factory inspector Sviatlovski perceived, insofar as, in Poland, female

and child labor is far more extensive than in Russia, so that frequently a female worker

in Poland stands counterposed to a male worker in Russia; therefore, the wages of male

Russian workers must frequently be compared with not those of male but of female

Polish workers. In fact, the number of women employed in the Polish textile industry

(the industry of most importance to the question of competition) amounts to more than

50 per cent of all factory personnel, while in the Moscow district female labor amounts

to only 37 per cent in the cotton industry and only 28 per cent in the wool industry.

If the wages of male workers in Russia are compared with those of female workers in

Poland, the picture shifts in many ways to the disadvantage of the Moscow district, or

in any case there is an equalization of conditions. The average monthly wages in the

textile industry are (in rubles):

in Poland in Russia

for men 20.1 15.2

for women 15.3   8.8

for children   8.8   5.5

To  obtain  true  and  exact  data  on  relative  wage  levels  in  Russia  and  Poland,  it  is

necessary to consider the composition of the labor force in terms of age and sex in both

countries  as  well  as  nominal  wages.  The result  thus  attained will  be  in many ways

significantly different than the foregoing. This above all is the corrective that should be

applied to the usual conclusions drawn from the comparison of wages.

Second, the fact that the Russian worker frequently receives lodging (and here and

there even board) from the factory is often disregarded. This applies not only to single

but also to married workers, whose families usually live in the same factory barracks.

Here heating fuel is likewise provided by the factory. This should be figured into the

wages  of  Russian  workers  if  one  wants  to  make  an  exact  comparison.  Thus  the

difference even in nominal wages is not so greatly to Poland’s disadvantage as would

appear from a more superficial comparison.

But far more important are further factors which show that factory labor in Poland is

significantly more intensive than in Russia.
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The Polish worker is first of all more intelligent and better educated, on the average.

Insofar as Professor Yanshul investigated this question, it was shown that in the central

district the number of workers who could read and write amounted to 22 to 36 per cent

of the total, in Poland to 45 to 65 per cent.

Furthermore, the Polish worker is better fed than the Russian worker, and this is

especially  true  for  women.  Third,  the  workforce  in  Poland  is  a  stable  layer  of  the

population,  devoted exclusively  to  factory  labor.  In  Russia,  an observable,  although

gradually decreasing, portion of the workforce is still made up of peasants who return

to the land in the summer and exchange precise factory work for crude farm labor.

Fourth,  the  Polish  worker  is  far  more  individualized  in  his  way  of  life  than  the

Russian. As was already mentioned, the latter in many cases lives in factory barracks

and is allotted board by the factory. Such a way of life, under certain circumstances,

leads  to  the  stunting  of  individuality.  The  Russian  worker  thus  remains  constantly

under the control of his master and is bound by the factory rules even in his private life.

The Moscow factory inspector knew of factories where, he reported, singing – whether

in workplace or living quarters – is is punished by a fine of five rubles; likewise workers

incur  a  high fine  when they  pay each  other a  visit,  and so  forth.  Not  infrequently,

workers are assigned to an apartment in a damp factory cellar, or in rooms that are so

mean that one almost has to go on all fours to get into them. In Poland the situation is

different: the worker always runs his own household, and his housing is significantly

better overall.

According to the unanimous opinion of all researchers who have made wage labor the

subject of their investigation, all the cited factors – education, better housing and food,

individual households, in short, everything that raises the living standard of the worker

– are of decisive significance for the intensity of his activity.

Finally, piece-rate wages predominate in Poland, which, it is recognized, raises the

intensity of labor to the utmost, while in Russia the time wage predominates.

All  the above-mentioned factors make it  apparent that the labor of Polish factory

workers  is  far  more  intensive  in  comparison  to  that  of  Russian  workers.  And  this

characteristic of the Polish worker so greatly outweighs his higher nominal wages and

shorter work time that he turns out to be cheaper to the Polish factory owner than the

Russian worker is to his employer.

Reckoned per pood, wages amount to (in rubles):

for cotton fabrics for cotton yarn
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in Poland 0.77–1.50 0.66–1.20

in Russia 2 and more 0.80–1.50

The difference in the length of the workday in Poland and Russia belongs to the past

now that the workday has recently been reduced by law to 11.5 hours. However, the new

measure  will  primarily  be  to  the  advantage  of  the  Polish  industrialists  in  their

competitive  struggle,  perhaps  for  years  to  come,  even  if  it  will,  in  time,  doubtless

become  a  spur  to  technical  development  for  the  Moscow  district.  For  the  Russian

worker’s  productivity,  whose  lower  level  depends  on  so  many  other  factors,  will

obviously not increase overnight. Just how justified this conclusion is is shown by the

fact that already in 1892 the Polish factory owners – in part to show a friendly face to

the workers, who in May of that year had mounted an impressive strike in Lodz – went

to the government with the request that the workday be reduced to 11 hours throughout

the  Empire,  a  project  which  foundered  primarily  because  of  the  resistance  of  the

Moscow industrialists.

3. Composition of capital. This important factor is also differently shaped in Poland

than in Moscow. In Poland, a firm’s sum of fixed capital is in most cases exceeded by

the  value  of  its  yearly  production,  sometimes  even  two  or  three  times,  but  on  the

average the relationship of fixed capital to the value of production is 2:3.2. In Russia,

particularly  in  the  central  district,  this  relationship  is  inverted.  Here  the  value  of

production (in the same branches of production) is often smaller than fixed capital, at

most the same, and only seldom significantly higher. This phenomenon stems from two

circumstances. First, far more is spent on buildings for enterprises in Russia than in

Poland, because construction materials are very significantly more expensive. Second,

however, because the great majority of factories in Russia include their own factory

barracks, which never occurs in Poland.

If, therefore, what Marx calls the “organic composition of capital” (the relationship of

the constant to the variable portion of capital) is “higher” in Russia than in Poland, this

has  absolutely  nothing  to  do  with  the  higher  stage  of  development  of  Russian

production, but on the contrary with its primitive plant, for the most part. This makes

necessary a series of expenditures that have nothing to do with the actual production

process.  As a result – all other conditions of production and sale being equal – the

Polish industrialists are able to realize a surplus profit from the sale of their goods on

the Russian market, in comparison with the Russian entrepreneurs. In addition, Polish

labor, as was shown, is far more intensive.
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4.  The turnover period  of  capital  is  much shorter in  Poland than in Russia.  First,

reserves of fuel and raw materials are stocked for long periods. The high prices and the

general  shortage  of  fuel  in  inner  Russia  mean,  for  the  Russian  entrepreneur,  the

necessity of laying out large sums of money for the purchase of forests or peat bogs. In

this way almost every large Moscow factory has put more or less considerable dead

capital into forests and bogs. In addition, wood and especially peat are cheaply and

easily delivered only in winter; therefore every Moscow factory lays in reserves of these

fuels  for  a  full  year,  even  for  two years.  In  Poland,  because  of  the  short  distances

involved, stocks of coal are laid in for only one to four weeks, at most for three months.

Similarly, in Russia stocks of raw materials, particularly cotton, are laid in for lengthy

periods, in Poland only for two to six months.

Second, the Polish industrialist realizes his product much more quickly than does the

Russian entrepreneur. The Poles grant their customers only three to six months’ credit,

the Russians 12 to 18 months. The Poles – following the English and German model –

produce produce on orders obtained by their traveling agents; the Russians produce

according to their own estimates, often stocking for two or three years. This factor also

signifies that Polish industrial capital – all other things being equal – is better armed

for competitive struggle.

5. The concentration of production is significantly greater in Poland than in Russia.

The value of production per factory in those branches of industry not levied with excise

duties averaged in rubles:

1885 1886 1887 1888 1889 1890

in Russia 50,824 52,248 54,601 58,237 58,972 57,578

in Poland 57,875 63,860 71,894 74,051 71,305 71,248

The difference is still greater if particular branches of production are compared. In the

coal industry, for example, the situation is as follows. If the number of pits and shafts as

well  as the quantity of  production in Russia are taken to be 100, then one finds in

Poland in 1890 6.8 per cent pits, 6.2 per cent shafts, 70.6 per cent production.

With a number of shafts 16 times smaller, therefore, coal extraction in Poland equals

more  than  eleven-sixteenths  of  Russian  coal  extraction.  Eighty-five  per  cent  of  the

quantity of the entire yearly production of the Dabrova district (1893) is yielded by five

firms.

In  other  branches,  such  as  the  cotton  industry,  the  gross  product  per  factory  is

greater in Russia. The smaller concentration of this sort of production in Poland has to
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do with special circumstances, however, which to go into here would lead us into too

much detail and which in any case have nothing to do with the degree of technological

development,  On the  contrary,  in  Poland,  as  we  will  soon  see,  the  yearly  value  of

production per worker is in this as in most branches greater than in Russia.

6. The technology of production, lastly, forms the most important difference between

Polish  and  Russian  industry.  We  will  compare  the  most  significant  branches  of

production in both countries in terms of technology.

To begin with the textile branch, first the cotton industry shows:

1890 Factories Spindles Looms Steam

Horsepower

Russia 351 2,819,326 91,545 38,750

Poland   94    472,809 11,084 13,714

1890 Production
(in thousands

of rubles)

Workers

Male Female

Russia 208,581 103,916 83,941

Poland   31,495   10,474   9,535

The  technical  superiority  of  the  Polish  cotton  industry  is  clear  from  the  above

comparison.  In  comparison  with  the  Russian  industry,  it  has:  10  per  cent  of  the

workers, 15 per cent of the production. 35 per cent of the steam power.

For every worker there is 1,110 rubles production yearly in Russia and 1,574 rubles in

Poland, that is, 42 per cent more. Steam power amounts to 204 for every 1,000 workers

in Russia, to 186 for every 1 million rubles of production; it amounts to 685 for every

1,000 workers in Poland, to 439 for every 1 million rubles of production, thus 236 per

cent and 136 per cent more, respectively, in Poland.

Finally.  the use of  female labor is greater in Poland than in Russia.  In the latter,

female workers make up 44.7 per cent of the personnel, in the former 47.6 per cent.

According to other accounts which we noted above and which inspire more confidence

because they were determined not by summary bureaucratic statistics but by a special

commission, the use of female labor in Poland is much higher, and in Russia, on the

contrary, much lower.

Roughly the same result is obtained by comparing the wool industry in Poland and in

Russia, This shows:
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1890 Factories Spindles Looms Steam

Horsepower

Russia 164   77,474 11,784 2,230

Poland 168 245,892   4,016 6,667

1890 Production
(in thousands

of rubles)

Workers

Male Female

Russia 21,585 14,471 7,050

Poland 26,199   8,486 6,670

For  Poland,  in  comparison  with  Russia,  this  comes out  to:  Workers  70.4  per  cent,

production 121 per cent, steam power 299 per cent; thus for every worker in Russia

1,003 rubles production annually, for every worker in Poland 1,729 rubles, that is, 72

per cent more. Steam power amounts to 104 for every 1,000 workers in Russia, to 103

for every 1 million rubles of production; it amounts to 440 for every 1,000 workers in

Poland, to 254 for every 1 million rubles of production.

Thus if we take 100 as the number for the steampower per 1,000 workers or 1 million

rubles of production in Russia, then we find the same in Poland to be 323 per cent and

146 per cent more, respectively. In the use of female labor, we see here an even greater

difference between Poland and Russia than in the cotton industry, specifically 32.7 per

cent female workforce in Russia, 44 per cent in Poland. The technical superiority of the

Polish textile industry is even more evident in the fact that higher grades of spinning

yarn and finer sorts of  cloth are manufactured in Poland in many branches than in

Russia.

Let us turn to the second most important branch of capitalist production, the coal

industry. We have already made mention of the strong concentration of this branch in

Poland. Of the product extracted annually comes:

Coal in poods

from 1 pit from 1 shaft

in the South Russian district    678,000    240,000

In Poland 7,500,000 2,985,000

(+1,006%) (+ 1,144%)

(Here and below we compare the Polish coalfields with the South Russian fields in

particular,  because that is Russia’s biggest reservoir and the most important for the

future.)
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A  corresponding  relationship  is  discovered  when  the  quantity  of  production,  the

number of workers employed, and the steam power used are compared:

1890 Steampower Workers Production
(in millions of poods)

Russia   6,701 30,077 213.4

South Russian district   5,856 25,167 183.2

Poland 10,497   8,692 150.8

Thus, while in Poland (1890) one worker raises 17,348 poods of coal a year, in Russia

this  comes  to  only  7,096  poods  per  worker  and  in  the  South  Russian  district  in

particular, 7,281 poods, approximately two and half times less than in Poland.

for every

1,000 workers

for every

shaft

Steam power amounts to:

Russia  223     8

South Russian district  233
(100%)

–

Poland 1,208  
(+419%)

202

From 1890 to 1894, the amount of steam-power in Polish mining rose by more than 50

per cent: from 10,497 to 15,934.

Of the other important branches of industry we want to single out the sugar industry.

Sugar-beet growing itself is carried on in a significantly more rational way in Poland

than  in  the  two  Russian  sugar  production  districts.  For  example,  the  average  beet

harvest per desyatin in the years 1882-1890 was:

Central Russia 73.2–125.3 berkovez

Southwestern Russia 80.1–114.4 berkovez

Poland 88.0–127.6 berkovez

In the year 1895:

Central Russia 51.1–117.4berkovez

Southwestern Russia 90.0–121.2 berkovez

Poland 94.3–144.5 berkovez

Likewise, the quality of the Polish beet is much higher than the Russian. The sugar
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content of the juice and its purity are:

1890-91 Sugar content

in juice Purity

Southwestern district 13.49% 80.85%

Central district 13.63% 78.94%

Poland 14.81% 85.20%

The same superiority of Polish technology is shown by the higher yield of white sugar

from the beet juice and the lower yield of molasses

In 1881-82–1890-91 this was on average:

White sugar Molasses

Central district 7.0–  9.47% 3.29–4.24%

Southwestern district 7.7–10.48% 3.60–4.31%

Poland 8.2–11.39% 1.53–2.28%

Finally,  the  utilization  of  processing  by-products  is  far  more  intensive  and  more

widespread  in  the  Polish  sugar  industry  than  in  the  Russian.  In  1890-91,  of  182

factories in the central and southern districts, 10 with 125 osmosis devices conducted

the extraction of sugar from molasses by osmosis; of 40 factories in Poland, 24 with

206 osmosis devices.

The  above  comparative  analysis  of  the  most  important  conditions  of  production

shows that Polish industry is considerably better equipped than Russian and especially

central Russian industry. Certainly it is a well-established fact that the Moscow district

for  its  part  exhibits  an  important  advantage  in  the  cotton  industry,  namely  the

abundance of water, while in this respect the Lodz district suffers from a tremendous

shortage, as was mentioned. On the other hand, Poland lags behind in one of the most

important branches of the economy – the iron industry – relative to the natural wealth

of Russia, so that it must obtain part of the ore and likewise coke for its ironworks from

the South Russian region. In addition, metal production in the Donets region is also

much more concentrated than in Poland. It is furthermore true that Moscow is located

much closer to the important market outlets for the textile industry — the eastern part

of Russia and Asia — than Poland is.

However, the advantages which we find in every branch on the Polish side – more

capable labor power, cheaper fuel,  higher technology in the production process and

trade – could in our opinion outweigh numerous advantages of Russian industry. For

Rosa Luxemburg: The Industrial Development of Poland (Chapter 2.2) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/industrial-poland/ch07.htm

12 of 13 9/20/2018, 9:10 PM



all the cited factors have an invariant significance, indeed become more decisive in the

competitive  struggle  with  every  passing  day.  How  very  much  the  significance  of

industry’s distance from markets has already receded into the background, compared

with its technical superiority, was recently proved by the amazing spread of the German

market in England, and even in the English colonies. Within one and the same customs

zone,  of  course,  the  outcome of  competition in  the  market  depends to  still  greater

degree on the stage of  development of  production,  i.e.,  on just  those  factors  which

Polish industry has on its side. This is corroborated by, among other things, the fact

that  the  Polish  iron  industry,  for  example,  despite  the  above-mentioned  dearth  of

natural advantages, is mounting severe competition to the South Russian iron industry

itself,  and that  the  Polish iron industry is  developing parallel  to  the South Russian

industry, at the expense of every other district in the Empire. Aside from the Polish

industrial sector, industry in St. Petersburg is also shaping up into a progressive and

rather highly technically developed Russian industrial region, and it is a particularly

favorable  circumstance  for  Poland  that  in  the  most  important  markets  it  is  in

competition with the Moscow district  – the most anachronistic  industrial district in

Russia, which is unique in the Empire in its long workday, low wages, truck system,

barracks  housing  of  the  workforce,  enormous  stocks  of  raw  materials,  in  short,  its

economic backwardness.

The coexistence of such diverse levels of production, as represented by the Polish and

St. Petersburg industries on the one side and Moscow industry on the other, is possible

only because of two circumstances: first, the size of the Russian market, in which all

competitors can still find room for themselves, and second, the hot-house atmosphere

created by the customs policy,  which has made this  enormous market the exclusive

monopoly of domestic – Russian and Polish – entrepreneurs.

<<< Last Chapter    |    Next Chapter >>>

The Industrial Development of Poland

Last updated on: 28.11.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: The Industrial Development of Poland (Chapter 2.2) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/industrial-poland/ch07.htm

13 of 13 9/20/2018, 9:10 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

After the foregoing, it is clear that – were only free competition to be decisive in the

battle  between  Polish  and  Russian  industry  –  the  future  of  the  former  would  be

assured, at least to the degree that the capitalist development of the Russian Empire is

granted a shorter or longer term by the general fate of the world economy.

However,  we  have  already  mentioned  the  other  important  factor  that  is  of  the

greatest significance for the future of Polish capitalism: we mean the economic policy of

the Russian government. It is all the more necessary to throw some light on precisely

this factor, since the question (as is well known) stirred up so much dust a few years ago

and one even comes across the notion that since the middle of the 1880s a real “era of

persecution” has dawned for Polish industry.

Actually there are grounds enough to regard all  assertions of  this sort a priori  as

baseless. The best and last touchstone for all relevant government economic measures

– the growth of industry in Poland up to the present moment, and still at the same

impetuous tempo – sufficiently proves (it should seem) that all the uproar about Polish

industry’s approaching end was wrong. This growth is shown in the following striking

table:

1871 1885 1886 1887

*Output of total industry   44.4 134.8 137.8 164.5

(branches not levied with excise)

*Total output of textile industry   18.1   66.7   81.4   88.9

**Raw iron     1.4     2.5     2.8     3.7
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**Iron     0.9     4.2     4.6     3.8

**Steel —     2.4     3.1     3.0

**Coal   12.6 109.3 120.0 121.1

1888 1889 1890 1891

*Output of total industry 162.3 168.3 174.2 188.3

(branches not levied with excise)

*Total output of textile industry   89.9   96.6   88.4 100.8

**Raw iron     4.8     5.4     7.4     7.5

**Iron     3.2     4.0     4.1     4.4

**Steel     3.1     2.4     3.4     3.0

**Coal 147.3 151.1 150.8 158.8

1892 1893 1894 1895

*Output of total industry 228.3 — — —

(branches not levied with excise)

*Total output of textile industry 113.4 — — —

**Raw iron     9.0     9.9   10.7   11.3

**Iron     3.7     3.5     3.8     3.6

**Steel     4.0     5.4     6.2     7.9

**Coal 176.0 192.1 202.4 221.8

* in millions of rubles

** in millions of poods

As can be seen from the above table,  the  growth in  the seven-year period 1885-92

amounted to: 69 per cent in industry as a whole, 70 per cent in the textile industry

(specifically, 40 per cent in cotton spinning and weaving, 77 per cent in the wool and

cloth industry, 101 per cent in all other branches); in mining over the ten-year period

1885-95: 352 per cent for raw iron, 229 per cent for steel, 103 per cent for coal; only in

the production of iron do we see a decline, of 14 per cent, as in recent times a vigorous

development of steel production at the expense of iron production becomes observable

in Poland and the South Russian district. Still more interesting than the growth during

the latest period (1885-95) is the comparison of this decade with the previous period

(1871-85), which is held to be the time of Poland’s greatest economic prosperity. The

increase, in absolute numbers, amounted to:
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Branches not levied with excise Textile

Industry

Raw

Iron

Iron Steel Coal

(in millions of rubles) (in millions of poods)

In the 14-year period 1871-1885 90.4 48.6 1.1 5.7   96.7

In the 7-year period 1885-1892 93.5 46.7 — — —

In the 10-year period 1885-1895 — — 8.8 4.9 112.5

Thus, in view of the above figures, not only does speculation about the incipient decline

of  Polish  industry  rest  on  complete  ignorance  of  the  facts,  but  it  is  clear,  on  the

contrary, that industry has grown more in the last seven- to ten-year period than in the

preceding 14-year period. This becomes most clear when we calculate the growth in

both periods by year. The average yearly growth in the later period was greater than in

the preceding one, specifically: 107 per cent in industry as a whole, 90 per cent in the

textile industry, 20 per cent in the production of iron and steel, of coal 63 per cent, of

raw iron 1,020 per cent.

On the other  hand,  at  the  end of  the  first  part  of  our  work we also  cited  Polish

industry’s latest conquests in Russian and Asian markets into the 1890s. The body of

Polish capitalism thus seems to exhibit not one symptom that would justify the claim

that it is pining away from some internal malady; on the contrary, the much cried-over

invalid grows and blooms “as splendidly as on the first day.” But because the question

was once raised and for years agitated public opinion in Poland, and also because it is

interesting and important enough in itself, it seems appropriate to go into this question

more fully and, through a thorough examination of the subject, to derive an explanation

of what the situation is and can be with regard to the economic policy of the Russian

government in general and toward Poland specifically.

It is characteristic of all the mentioned and quoted statements about the anti-Polish

course that they are based exclusively on particular measures and decrees, sometimes

in the sphere of customs policy, sometimes that of the railway fare system. But it is

obvious that no real understanding of government policy can be reached by this road.

For first of all, what is being referred to in the case at hand is a most extremely variable

quantity:  a  tariff  imposed  today,  a  railway  fare  introduced  to-day,  will  be  lifted

tomorrow. This is, in fact, what happened, for example with the differential tariff on

raw cotton, which amounted to 15 kopeks in gold more on the Polish border than at the

rest of Russia’s borders. When it was introduced in 1887, a wail of lamentation went up

among  the  Polish  cotton-factory  owners,  and  it  was  said  that  Polish  industry  had

received its death blow. The differential tariff also played the leading role as proof that

the “era of persecution” had begun, and it was denounced at every opportunity. But

then this tariff difference was once again lifted in the year 1894, on the grounds of the
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Russian-German  trade  agreement,  making  way  for  a  single  tariff  on  cotton  at  all

Russian borders. The same was the case with the differential tariff on coal and coke at

the western border,  which  was  frequently  represented as  a  measure  aimed directly

against the Polish iron industry. But in 1894 this tariff was likewise reduced by half. In

the same way, railway fares were changed in part every year, indeed sometimes even

more frequently. Thus the actual tariffs and fares by themselves do not provide a firm

foothold from which to get an insight into Russia’s economic policy.

To  attain  a  thorough  understanding  of  this  policy,  it  is  necessary  to  disregard

particular  measures  for  the  present,  to  look  deeper  into  the  economic  relations  of

Poland and Russia on the one hand and their political interests on the other, and to

seek  to  derive  from  this  the  economic  policy  of  the  latter.  Only  by  following  the

guideline thus obtained will it be possible to trace the particular measures of this policy

back to their real significance.

First of all, then, what is the nature of the economic ties between Poland and Russia?

If one were to form an opinion under the immediate impression of the Lodz-Moscow

entrepreneurs’  battle,  one would be inclined to assume that the Polish and Russian

bourgeoisies form two completely separate camps, whose interests run directly counter

to one another at every point and who both battle against each other using all available

means. Such a notion would nonetheless be utterly wrong.

What  precludes  such  a  sharp  difference  in  interests  from  the  outset  is  the

thoroughgoing  division  of  labor  that  exists  between  the  industries  of  these  two

countries.  As we have seen,  Poland is  for  Russia  a  source  of  supply  for  wool  yarn,

machines, coal, etc., etc., while Russia furnishes Poland with raw wool, raw iron, coke,

and cotton.

Such  a  relationship  already  presupposes  that  the  interests  of  some  Polish

manufacturers cohere with the interests of Russian raw materials producers, and that

the interests of some Russian manufacturers cohere with those of Polish producers of

half-finished  goods.  This  is  confirmed  by  abundant  data.  The  producers  of  South

Russian wool, the planters of central Asian cotton, exercise pressure on the railway fare

system  in  their  own  interest  to  keep  transport  of  their  raw  product  to  the  Polish

manufacturers as cheap as possible. Russian wool-weavers likewise seek to encourage

the transport of Polish yarn to Russia as much as possible, etc., etc.

Furthermore,  from  the  fact  that  the  battle  between  the  manufacturers  and  the

producers of raw materials and half-finished goods is fought out in the sphere of the

common tariff  policy  of  the  two countries,  it  follows  that  the  battling  parties  from

Poland would often unite with those from Russia in order to march hand-in-hand with
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the national enemy against their own brothers. The history of Russian-Polish industry

provides examples in quantity. In the year 1850, for example, the Russian government,

under the pressure of joint petitions by Polish and Russian wool-weavers, reduced the

tariff  rate  on  wool  yarn.  But  hardly  had  this  happened  when  Polish  and  Russian

spinners, in touching accord, besieged the government to again push up the tariff rate

on yarn, which happened in 1867. Beginning in 1882 the government was solicited by

the machine producers to increase the tariff on foreign machinery. “In this connection

the initiative was that of the Riga manufacturers, who were followed by the others in

Warsaw,  Kiev,  Kharkov,  and  Odessa  with  great  unanimity.”  However,  when  the

government had obeyed this wish and increased the tariffs on machinery, a storm of

petitions  arose  from  the  property  owners,  again  from  all  over  the  Empire  without

differentiation, against the increased price of agricultural machinery.

Just these two examples give us a quite different picture of the relationship between

the Polish  and Russian bourgeoisies,  in  their  collective  just  as  in  their  competitive

endeavors. Neither of the two national capitalist classes appears from the inside as a

closed phalanx, but on the contrary is fissured, torn by conflicts of interest, split by

rivalries.  Yet,  on  the  other  hand,  their  different  groups,  unmindful  of  the  national

quarrel, reach out their hands to one another in order to deal their own countrymen an

opportune  blow  to  the  wallet  in  the  glorious  prize-fight  for  profits.  Thus  it  is  not

national but capitalist parties that are found opposed on the industrial chessboard, not

Poles and Russians, but spinners and weavers, machine producers and landowners, and

on the flags waving over the combatants one sees not the one-and two-headed eagles,

but only the international emblem of capitalism. Finally, the government unexpectedly

appears in the strange role of an indulgent mother, who impartially hugs all her profit-

making children to her broad bosom, even though they are constantly squabbling with

each other, and seeks to appease now the one, now the other, at the expense of the

consumers.

The above phenomena recur countless times in the history of  Polish and Russian

industry, and are of such decisive importance for the question under consideration here

that it is well worthwhile to give a few more typical cases as examples. It is, for example,

most highly instructive to observe how the two main opponents – the entrepreneurs of

the  Lodz  and  Moscow  districts,  whom  one  would  be  inclined  to  accept  as

representatives of the interests of, respectively, the Polish and Russian bourgeoisies as

a whole – try at every opportunity to trip up the other industrial districts of their own

countries. Thus the Lodz cotton manufacturers, in their above-mentioned polemic, seek

to turn the jealousy of the Moscow manufacturers away from themselves and toward

the old Polish wool industry district of Bialystock. “If one can speak of a competition,

then far more dangerous to Moscow is Bialystock and its district,” they assure their
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adversaries. Meanwhile, these same Lodz entrepreneurs most humbly and obediently

denounce their blood-brothers of the Sosnowiec district to the Russian government,

pointing to the fact that in the latter a full third of the workforce are German subjects,

while in the Lodz district – thank God – only 8 per cent.

No less brotherly sentiment is displayed by the Moscow capitalists when they come to

speak of the affairs of their comrades in the other Russian industrial districts. So we

hear them bewail the result of a plan for the regulation of waterways worked out by the

Ministry of Transport: “The small expenditures, just like those of many millions, are

allotted exclusively for Russia’s western and southern zone. The whole central region of

Russia has been almost entirely forgotten. This region, this neglected center of Russia,

key Russian gubernias, is relatively poor in waterways,” and so forth in the same weepy

tone. Here the jealousy of the Moscow capitalists gushes forth with impartiality and

true  internationalism  against  all  other  industrial  districts  in  the  Empire  without

distinction, against Poland and the Volga region, against the Baltic Sea provinces and

the Dnieper district.

The following example shows how elastic the notion of national solidarity and the

“Fatherland” can be for the Polish capitalists under certain circumstances. In the year

1887 the large Warsaw steel factory was relocated to the Yekaterinoslav Gubernia in

South Russia, to be nearer to sources of supply of raw iron and coke. Two years later, its

owners – Polish capitalists – together with the English, Belgians, Russians, etc., who

hold the South Russian iron district under their dominion, sent a most humble and

obedient petition to the government in which they complain about the advantages of

the Polish iron industry and the competition from that quarter and beg for an increased

railway fare rate on Polish iron for the protection of the “Fatherland’s” – i.e., this time

South Russia’s – industry.

Last, a classic example of this situation was provided in recent years by the question

of  the  railway  fare  rates  for  grain.  In  1889  new,  strongly  differential  rates  were

introduced for grain as part of the general regulation of the Empire’s fare system, to

facilitate  exports  from the  gubernias  lying  deep in  inner  Russia  to  other  countries.

However, the result  was that masses of  grain and flour from the inner city regions,

particularly  the  Volga  district,  were  sent  to the  regions  lying  near  the  border,  thus

bringing on a rapid fall in the price of grain in the southern provinces on the Black Sea,

in the Baltic provinces, and finally in Poland. Injured in their most virtuous sentiments,

the landowners in all these parts of the Empire cried bloody murder, most of all the

Polish landowners who in the beginning tried to take this opportunity to again step

forward in the name of  all  Poland,  oppressed by cheap bread.  Yet hardly was their

national defense crowned by success and the execrated fare partially annulled in the

beginning of 1894, when a group of Polish entrepreneurs and merchants entreated the
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Railway Department in St. Petersburg, by telegram, to maintain the earlier fare rate in

order, as they put it, not to make bread more costly for the people. The picture thus

shifted from moment to moment, and from a fight between two national parties the

grain tariff  question  turned into  a  dispute  between the  landed proprietors  and the

industrialists in Poland. Here the latter marched together with the Russian landowners

of the central  gubernias,  while the Polish landowners took the field jointly with the

Russian landowners of all the border districts.

This motley grouping of  interests was particularly evident in the deliberations on

grain  tariffs  in  St.  Petersburg  in  October  1896.  On  the  one  side  stood  the

representatives of the Volga district, whose case, as we have seen, was at the same time

that of the Polish industrialists; on the other side, the landed proprietors of Livland,

Vitebsk,  Odessa,  the  Polish  landowners,  and  also,  what  is  most  interesting,  the

landowners of the Moscow district. Here Poles and Muscovites appeared on the best of

terms, and the Polish landowners and millers declared themselves in full agreement

with  the  program of  Prince  Shcherbatov,  the  chairman of  the  Moscow  Agricultural

Society.  Almost  as  if  to  underline  the  conflict  of  interests  between  industry  and

agriculture  in  Poland  itself,  on  the  other  hand,  Chairman  Maximov  of  the  Polish

representatives (among others) objected: If Poland were permitted to sell its factory

products in inner Russia unhindered, then it  would be highly inconsistent to forbid

access to Poland to agricultural products from inner Russia.

May it appear as proven after the above examples, which we do not want to pile too

high, that the interests of the Polish and Russian entrepreneur groups absolutely do not

contradict each other on all points – that, much more, they continually mesh together.

But also, on the whole, Polish industry is tied up with several important sections of the

Russian bourgeoisie by a solidarity of interests, above all with the two most important

factors of economic life: the institutions of transport and credit and trade. It is obvious

that the development of Polish industry and, together with this, of the Polish market in

Russia  is  directly  in  the  interests  of  the  Russian  credit,  factoring,  and  railway

corporations. To again pull out only two from the abundance of striking examples: the

administration  of  the  Russian  railway  line  Rjasan-Ural  turned  to  the  Warsaw

entrepreneurs in the fall of 1894 with the offer to hand over space in all its stations, free

of charge, so that the Polish factory owners could have permanent displays of goods

there to encourage Poland’s market in the Volga region. Thus, while the Moscow factory

owners wanted to do battle with their Polish competitors over every market in Russia,

the Russian railway corporations invited this same Polish competition to forge ahead

with its goods as deeply as possible into inner Russia.

Another characteristic case took place recently as a result of the new tariff on cotton.

So long as the above-mentioned difference in customs rates was maintained on the
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western border, the Lodz factory owners, in order to get around the troublesome tariff,

got their cotton via Libau and Odessa, i.e., by means of Russian railroads. When the

customs difference was annulled in 1894,  cotton transport  returned to the old land

routes:  Bremen-Alexandrovo  and  Triest-Granica,  thus  to  German  and  Austrian

railways. Now the latter used this opportunity to set very low freight rates for cotton

and so to monopolize this transport for themselves at the expense of the Odessa-Lodz

line.  The  loss  of  transport,  however,  hit  the  Russian  railways  hard,  and so  the  St.

Petersburg railway department has recently turned to the Lodz factory owners with the

question of how much to decrease the freight rates on the Russian lines so that cotton

transport  would once more go  via Odessa.  The Lodz factory owners dictated a rate

decrease  of  30  per  cent.  Likewise  the  Russian  banks,  in  their  own  interest,  are

promoting Polish sales in Russia whenever possible. Once again national borders clash

with  capitalist  interests,  and  what  the  national  banner  should  keep  asunder  is

intimately bound together by capitalist interest.

Finally, there is also another area in which the most touching harmony of interests

rules between the whole Polish and the whole Russian bourgeoisie, where they are of

one heart and soul: the jealous guarding of the profits sought in the domestic market

from foreign competition. One can encounter in one section of the Western European

press the view that the Polish entrepreneurs are greater believers in free trade than the

Russian. Nothing could be more mistaken. In the deep conviction that Russian and

Polish  workers  were  created  solely  to  produce  surplus  value  for  them,  Polish  and

Russian consumers to assist the realization of surplus value, the Russian government to

fend off any invasion of foreign competition into this holy Empire – in this conviction

the Polish entrepreneurs  are  just  as  firm and unshakable  as the Russians.  When it

comes  to  taking  a  stand  in  defense  of  these  “fundamental  rights”  of  the  capitalist

constitution vis-a-vis the government, then the Lodz and Moscow factory owners, still

bearing the bruises they just inflicted on each other, go shoulder to shoulder into battle.

In 1888, one year after the two adversaries – as was mentioned – had sent a petition to

the  government  in  which  they  most  sharply  fought  each  other  on  the  question  of

domestic competition, the Moscow entrepreneurs submitted a series of “most humble

and obedient”  petitions in regard to tariff  policy:  on increasing the entry tariffs  for

products of  the textile  industry,  on reimbursing tariffs  paid on raw materials  when

exported  by  manufacturers  to  foreign  countries,  etc.  –  all  demands  that  had  also

frequently  been  made  now  as  well  as  previously  by  the  Lodz  manufacturers.  With

reason, then, the organ of the large Polish industrialists, in discussing this action by the

Moscow entrepreneurs, wrote that while much used to be said about the conflict of

interests between the two industrial districts, now this petition shows that there is also

a  community  of  interests  between  the  two,  and  indeed  on  the  most  important

questions.
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The same harmony is evident when it comes to defending the monopoly in profits

against the “Germans.” The Moscow factory owners – as was shown – saw in the strong

representation of German elements in the Polish bourgeoisie a tempting pretext to lend

their calico and fustian interests a becomingly patriotic look in the battle against Lodz.

When they called the government to a crusade against the Germans on the Vistula river,

they believed that they were striking the Polish bourgeoisie right in the heart. When,

however, the government issued its well- known ukase in 1887, and when, because of

this ukase, there was talk on many sides of an era of persecution against the Polish

bourgeoisie,  then  it  turned  out  that  the  Polish  bourgeoisie  expressed  their

dissatisfaction  on  quite  unexpected  grounds:  namely,  for  them  the  Russian

government’s  anti-German measures  were  not  nearly  energetic  and radical  enough.

For,  as  they  expressed  it,  “The  government’s  decree  of  two  years  ago  concerning

language examinations for foreigners brought about an advantageous change, in that it

opened  up  a  sphere  of  action  for  native  forces...Correspondents  from  Lodz  and

inhabitants  there  have  already  reported  a  certain  improvement  in  this  situation

although it is still far from what it could and should be.”

We have reviewed the many-sided coherence of  interests  between the Polish and

Russian bourgeoisies. The picture that emerges is absolutely different from that which

might be gotten under the immediate impression of Lodz and Moscow’s battle cries. On

countless, extremely important questions, the Polish and the Russian bourgeoisies are

bound together  in  a  solidarity  of  interests,  in  particular  groups as  much as  on  the

whole. What has created this community of interests is, first, the division of labor in

production, which in many ways unified the two into a single productive mechanism;

second, still more important, the common tariff borders, which breed solidarity against

the outside and merge the entire Polish-Russian bourgeosie – from from the standpoint

of the market – into a “national” capitalist class. Finally, the common market, which

bred the important, reciprocal dependency between Polish production on the one side

and Russian transport on the other. And, as is generally known, this fusion of Russian

and Polish economic interests advances every day. This is also, in part, a direct result of

the general direction of current Russian tariff policy, which in effect closes the way into

Russia  to  not  only  foreign manufactured goods but  also  foreign raw materials,  and

creates domestic raw materials production – in which task it does not shy away from

the  greatest  sacrifices  out  of  the  pockets  of  Russian  and  Polish  consumers  and

taxpayers.

Forced by prohibitive tariffs, Polish industry is changing gradually from the use of

German coke and iron ore over to that of Donets, from American and Indian to central

Asian  cotton,  from  Saxon  and  Silesian  to  South  Russian  wool.  The  reciprocal

dependency of Polish and Russian production as a whole grows to the same degree, and
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the interests of ever newer circles of the Russian bourgeoisie become tied to the weal

and woe of Polish industry.

Certainly  just  as  much  enmity,  competition,  and  rivalry  grow  out  of  these  same

relations between the Polish and Russian bourgeoisies. The same industrial division of

labor, the common tariff boundaries, and the common markets turn the most varied

groups within the bourgeoisie into enemies, and every particular solidarity of interests

corresponds to a conflict of interests. As the examples have shown us, land ownership

opposes industry, production opposes transport, and within each of these groups one

district opposes the others and every individual capitalist opposes all the others. But

what  we glimpse here  is  a  typical  picture  of  capitalist  economy, as it  puts  forth its

blossoms in  every  country.  It  is  the  fundamental  law of  this  form of  production –

bellum omnium contra omnes (a war of all against all) – that is expressed here and that

has nothing to do with national contradictions and borders, indeed, on the contrary,

ceaselessly wipes away these contradictions and borders within the capitalist class.

Certainly if the conflicts of economic interests coincide with national borders within

one  and  the  same  state,  this  creates  a  broad  basis,  circumstances  permitting,  for

national  aspirations.  This  can  only  be  the  case,  however,  insofar  as  the  enemy

nationalities  represent  different,  inherently  antagonistic  forms of  production;  if,  for

example, one country represents small business, the other large industry, one natural

economy, the other money economy. In the given case, however, the situation is totally

different, since Poland and Russia have gone through a combined development from a

natural to a money economy and from small to large industry. Their antagonism, when

and  where  it  comes  to  light,  arises  not  from  the  dissimilarity  but  rather  the

homogeneity  of  economic  structure,  and exhibits  the  characteristics  of  all  capitalist

competitive battles within one and the same economic mechanism.

The competitive Lodz-Moscow dispute is nothing but a fragment of this general war.

Superficially  puffed  up  to  Poland’s  national  duel  with  Russia  in  the  economic

battlefield, this dispute in its fundamentals reduces itself to an argument between the

Lodz fustian barons and the Moscow calico kings. Following international custom, the

two capitalist parties sought first to cover over the trivial cotton object of contention

with an ideological national cloak and then to bang the drum as loudly as though their

very necks were at stake.

Nonetheless, in reality neither one nor the other party represents the interests of the

whole  Polish  and  Russian  bourgeoisies  –  on  the  contrary,  both  have  countless

opponents  among  their  own  countrymen.  Nor  is  the  fiery  competitive  battle  over

domestic  markets decisive  to  or  characteristic  of  the  relationship of  the  disputants.

Their rivalry over the domestic markets is contradicted by their solidarity of interests

Rosa Luxemburg: The Industrial Development of Poland (Chapter 2.3) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/industrial-poland/ch08.htm

10 of 13 9/20/2018, 9:10 PM



on a whole series of other vital capitalist issues.

In the entire capitalist development of Poland and Russia, which proceeds from an

ever  stronger  bond between the production and exchange of  the  two countries,  the

Lodz-Moscow cotton dispute plays an infinitesimally tiny role – if one is not led astray

by the behavior of the squabbling entrepreneurs and keeps the wider perspective of the

whole capitalist chessboard in view.

Only now, from the basis of these material interests, can the economic policy of the

Russian  government  be  evaluated  and  explained.  Russia’s  main  concern  since  the

1870s, as is well enough known, is the rearing of capitalism. To this end the prohibitive

tariff  policy  is  followed,  the  hot-house  atmosphere  of  monopoly  prices  and  profits

created in the Empire,  the costly means of  transport built,  subsidies and premiums

awarded  to  “needy”  capitalists,  etc.,  etc.  From this  standpoint,  the  development  of

capitalism in Poland (just as in other parts of the Empire) appears as partial realization

of the government’s own program, its retrogression as a thwarting of this program. But

still  more important  than the  Russian government’s  own economic  designs  are  the

objective  tendencies  of  the  Russian  economy.  The  bourgeoisie,  reared  by  the

government,  already  plays  a  significant  role  in  Russia.  The  government  must  now

seriously reckon with the bourgeoisie’s interests,  but also wants to carry through its

own.  The  interests  of  the  Russian  bourgeoisie,  however,  are  –  as  was  shown  –

interwoven with those of the Polish bourgeoisie in the most diverse ways. There is no

point at which Polish industry could be dealt a serious and lasting body blow without at

the  same  time  grievously  wounding  the  vital  interests  of  this  or  that  group  of  the

Russian bourgeoisie.

The notion that Russia is destroying or could destroy Polish capitalism assumes that

Russian economic policy could be made the exclusive tool of the interests of the handful

of Moscow calico manufacturers, an assumption based on a misunderstanding of the

nature of the bourgeoisie just as much as of the nature of a capitalist government. Given

the splits and contradiction of interests within the capitalist class, the government can

represent  the  interests  of  the  latter  only  as  a  whole;  it  cannot  continually  take the

standpoint of any particular group of the bourgeoisie without being forced away from

this  standpoint  again  by  the  opposition  of  the  other  groups.  Even  the  Russian

government – although absolute – isno exception to this rule. For even in Russia the

bourgeoisie is a political tool of the government only to the extent that the government

is  the  tool  of  the  bourgeoisie’s  economic  interests.  Were  the  absolutist  Russian

government to make itself exclusively the lawyer for the Moscow cotton interests and

trample on Polish and therefore Russian capitalist interests for this purpose, then it

could not help but call forth strong bourgeois opposition to the government in Russia

itself. The end result of such a policy could even be efforts by the Russian and Polish
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bourgeoisies for a reform government that would know how to safeguard their interests

as a whole better than the existing regime. Thus, from this side, the question of the

future of Polish capitalism is decided: were it to be injured by the Russian government,

the  government’s  efforts  would  fall  to  pieces  through the  violent  opposition  of  the

bourgeoisie in Russia and Poland.

From  this  standpoint  we  can  also  reduce  the  whole  question  of  the  alleged

persecution  of  Polish  industry  to  its  true  value.  All  the  measures  that  are  usually

introduced  as  proof  of  Russian  anti-Polish  economic  policy  have  one  common

characteristic: namely, they are all directed to keeping Polish industry from the use of

foreign raw materials and to the purchase of Russian raw materials. This was the case

with the differential tariffs on cotton, on coal, on raw iron. All these measures were

proclaimed not for the advantage of Russian industries competing with Poland and not

with the purpose of destroying Polish industry, but to the advantage of the Russian raw

materials  production  tied  to  Polish  industry  and  with  the  purpose  of  achieving  a

particular configuration of Polish industry. Precisely the same Russian interests that

called forth these measures would form the greatest obstacle to a government policy

directed at the destruction of Polish industry.

Yet from the same necessity of satisfying all the so very contradictory interests of the

different groups of  the bourgeoisie,  there arises for the government the necessity of

moving in an increasing zig-zag course in its economic policy. All laws of the capitalist

method of production are merely “laws of  gravity,”  i.e.,  laws that do not move in a

straight  line  on  the  shortest  route,  but  on  the  contrary  proceed  with  constant

deflections  in  contrary  directions.  The  government’s  general  policy  of  promoting

capitalism, correspondingly, can only be realized as it favors now this capitalist faction,

now that.  The examples of Russian customs and railway policy given above showed

crudely  the  zig-zag  course  of  the  Russian  government,  which  at  one  time  protects

manufacture at the expense of semi-finished manufacture, at another time takes care of

the latter at the expense of the former, at one time patronizes coal mining over iron

works,  at  another  time  patronizes  the  iron  works  at  the  “coal  interests’”  expense,

favoring sometimes the landowners, sometimes the industrialists. This characteristic of

the government’s economic policy also means that it can temporarily and on various

questions deeply  offend one or another Polish capitalist  group; this  is  not  only not

impossible,  but  follows  directly,  necessarily,  from  the  nature  of  the  situation.  The

differential railway tariff for grain, etc., was of this type.

However,  if  all  these temporary and one-sided phenomena were torn out of  their

complicated economic context and puffed up into a  doctrine of  Russia’s  anti-Polish

economic  conspiracy,  then  what  is  involved  is  a  complete  lack  of  perspective  and

overview of the totality of this policy. In the same way, the exaggeration of the skirmish
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between Lodz fustian and Moscow calico into a deep gulf between the interests of Polish

and Russian capitalism reveals the lack of an overview of the totality of the capitalist

community of interest. There can be no doubt that the Moscow district, more than any

other,  has  up  until  now  enjoyed  particularly  loving  care  from  the  government,

expressed in gifts of every sort. This policy, however, is merely the concrete expression

of the encouragement of Russian capitalism in general, since the central district (where

nearly  a  third  of  the  Empire’s  industry  and  approximately  two-thirds  the  textile

industry, by value, is concentrated) forms its main branch. The cost of this favoritism

toward the Muscovites has not, however, been borne so much by the other industrial

districts of the Empire, which in most cases (for example, the customs policy), on the

contrary, also benefit, but much more by the other branches of the economy, above all

agriculture.  In  fact,  the  enmity  between  the  Russian  landowners  and  the  Moscow

industrialists is much more lasting and bitter than that between Moscow and Lodz. An

interesting spotlight on the alleged “national” policy of the Russian government, on the

other hand, is thrown by the well-known fact that the southern coal and iron region

which is most coddled and absolutely overwhelmed with patronage – at the expense of

the Russian metal industry in the Urals as well as the Moscow industrial interests – is a

region  whose  exploitation  is  in  the  main  in  foreign  hands:  Belgian  and  English

capitalists.

It is as superficial as it is erroneous to ascribe a national (in the ethnographic sense)

“Great Russian” economic policy to the Russian government. Such a policy exists only

in  the  imagination  of  the  reporter  led  astray  by  external  appearances.  In  fact,  the

Czarist government – just as any other in the present day – maintains not a national

but a class policy; it differentiates not between Polish and Russian enterprises, but only

between those that “establish” or “own” and those that labor.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

Although  the  economic  relations  between  Russia  and  Poland  treated  above

unquestionably represent the leading feature in the shape of Russia’s economic policy

toward Poland,  it  would nevertheless be one-sided to  see this  policy  as  determined

simply  and solely  by  the  interests  of  the  Russian  bourgeoisie.  For  the present,  the

absolutist government of Russia is more able than that of any other country to carry

through its own political interests, its sovereign interests, as well. In this connection,

however,  the  historic  state  of  affairs  between  the  Russian  government  and  Polish

industry has formed a unique relationship. It is easy to see that absolutism’s interests in

terms of Poland are based above all on maintaining and fortifying the annexation. Since

the  Vienna  Congress,  Russia’s  special  attention  has  been  directed  to  tenaciously

suppressing all traces of national opposition in Poland, particularly that of the social

class  which  is  the  pillar  of  the  opposition,  the  nobility.  In  this  endeavor  Russian

absolutism saw in Poland’s industrial bourgeoisie a desirable ally. To bind Poland to

Russia  through  material  interests,  and  to  create  a  counterweight  to  the  nationalist

ferment of the nobility in a capitalist class arisen under the very wing of the Russian

eagle, a class disposed toward servility not through any tradition of a national past but

through an interest in its future – this was the aim of Russian policy, which it followed

with its usual iron consistency. It must be admitted that the Russian government did

not err in its choice of means, and that it had correctly sensed the nature of the Polish

bourgeoisie.  Hardly  had  manufacture  sprouted  in  Poland,  hardly  had  it  tasted  the

honey of the Russian market, when the Polish entrepreneurs felt themselves ready for

their historic mission: to serve as the support in Poland for the Russian annexation.

Already  in  1826  the  Polish  Finance  Minister  Drucki-Lubecki  was  delegated  to  St.

Petersburg with the most humble entreaty to completely abolish the customs border
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between  Russia  and  Poland,  “since  indeed  the  two  countries  form  one  whole  and

Poland belongs to Russia.” In this declaration, the entire political program of the Polish

bourgeoisie was concisely enunciated: the complete renunciation of national freedom in

exchange for the mess of pottage of the Russian market. Since that time, the Russian

government has never ceased supporting the Polish bourgeoisie. We have cited the long

list  of  laws  that  have  been issued  since  the  1820s  to  aid  industrial  colonization  of

Poland  and  the  development  of  manufacture,  the  “iron  fund”  for  the  subsidy  of

industry,  the  establishment  of  the  Polish  Bank,  endowed  with  every  conceivable

privilege, etc., etc.

This policy was most energetically maintained in the later period; even in the time of

Nicholas  I  we  see  the  Russian  government  issue  new  decrees  to  the  same  effect.

Nothing  was  neglected  which  might  transform  the  noble,  rebellious  Pole  into  a

capitalist, tame Pole. And the Polish bourgeoisie showed that it possesses a grateful

heart, for it has never ceased to thwart and betray national stirrings in Poland with all

its might; its disgraceful conduct in the Polish uprisings supplies sufficient evidence of

this  fact.  The most  important  milestone of  this  tendency in Russian policy was  the

abolition of the Russian-Polish customs border in 1851. A historian intimate with the

pertinent archives of the Russian government and the best authority on the history of

Russian customs tariffs, the Russian Lodyshenki, wrote on this subject:

“The lifting of the customs line between the Empire and the Kingdom was

primarily the result of motives of a political character. As is well known, an

intellectual ferment of partly national and partly socialist character began

in Europe in the 1840s. This ferment, in which the population of Russian

Poland also participated, disturbed the Russian government up to a certain

point and moved it to seek out ways to unite Poland with Russia as firmly as

possible. One of the main factors which hindered the drawing together of

the two countries was their economic separation.”

Thus to eliminate this “separation,” to fetter Poland to Russia by the material interests

of  its  bourgeoisie,  the  customs border was  abolished.  The Russian government still

holds to the same standpoint today, and still greets the growing Polish market in Russia

as the chain that most tightly shackles the annexed country to Russia. Thus Mendeleyev

wrote in his preface to the official report on Russian industry to the Chicago World’s

Fair in 1893: “The products of this and many other Polish factories find a constantly

growing market all over Russia. Through the competition of this industrial district with

the Moscow district, the basic goal of Russia’s protectionist policy was achieved on the

one  hand  and,  on  the  other,  the  assimilation  of  Poland  with  Russia,  which  is

appropriate  to  the  peaceable  outlook  of  the  Russian  people”  (read:  the  Russian

government).
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This special role that the Polish bourgeoisie plays toward the Russian government as

the bulwark of the annexation also is important in explaining the main point under

question, i.e., the future of Polish capitalism. It requires, in fact, an enormous dose of

naivete to assume that the Russian government, which has given itself precisely the task

of cultivating capitalism in Poland and has for more than half a century used all the

means at its disposal to do so, now intends to demolish that same capitalism, force the

Polish  bourgeoisie  over  to  the  opposition,  and  thus  wantonly  destroy  its  own

handiwork.  And indeed,  solely  out  of  love for  the  Moscow entrepreneurs,  to  whose

complaints and lamentations the Russian government has turned a deaf ear for half a

century! Unfortunately, the Russian government knows better how to protect its ruling

interests. What these interests are in regard to Poland we know from the mouths of its

representatives:  “the  peaceable  assimilation”  of  Poland  with  Russia,  i.e.,  the

strengthening of its rule in Poland at any price. This declaration was made in 1893, long

after the presumed new course of Russian policy was supposed to have begun.

The best evidence of our interpretation is provided by the recent history of Russia’s

relations with Finland. Here we find on a small scale an exact repetition of Russia’s

earlier policy in Poland. Finland, at present, remains cut off from the Czarist Empire by

a  customs  border  and  maintains  an  independent  customs  policy  toward  foreign

countries much more liberal  than Russia’s.  Finnish industry is now enjoying all  the

advantages  that  have  already  helped  Polish  industry  to  blossom.  Likewise  Finnish

products, particularly those of the metal industry, have found access to Russia thanks

to, among other things, lower customs at the Russo-Finnish border than at Russia’s

other borders,  and is  now giving Russia’s domestic industry fierce competition. The

Russian  entrepreneurs,  to  whom  this  is  a  thorn  in  the  side,  have,  of  course,  not

neglected  to  set  in  motion a  “most  humble  and obedient”  campaign to  protect  the

“Fatherland’s” industries against “foreign” rivals – exactly like the campaign against

Poland.  The  government  has,  under  this  pressure,  likewise  twice  raised  the  tariffs

against Finland as an economically foreign region, because of its independent customs

policy, in 1885 and 1897.

If the Russian government were now to make the interests of this or that group of

entrepreneurs  the  consistent  plumbline  for  its  economic  policy  toward  the  non-

Russian-speaking  sections  of  the  Empire,  then  it  would  consequently  have  had  to

continue along the road to cutting Finland off from Russia with a Chinese wall. But

precisely the opposite is in fact the case. The government has already ordered the total

lifting of the Russian-Finnish customs border for the year 1903 and the absorption of

Finland into the imperial Russian customs zone. Thus will the “Fatherland’s” industries

be  freed  of  uninhibited  “foreign”  competition.  And  if  this  has  not  happened  even

sooner, it is not consideration for the lamentations of the Russian mill-owners that is
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responsible, but the trade agreement with Germany, through which the Czarist Empire

has bound itself for a number of years. It is clear that the impending reform means the

beginning of the end of Finnish independence in political terms, even if it proceeds first

toward demolishing its economic independence. Here we have before us once more a

portion of the general policy of Czarism, which passes over all particular interests in

order  to  spiritually  level  the  various  parts  of  the  Empire  through  the  system  of

Russification on the one hand and, on the other, to give the unity of the Empire a firm

material frame by this economic welding process, and to press the whole thing together

in  the  iron  clamps  of  absolute  power  –  a  policy  which  we  have  already  become

acquainted with in Poland.

Of course not everything in the world goes according to the wishes of  the rulers.

While the Russian government economically incorporates Poland into the Empire and

cultivates capitalism as the “antidote” to national opposition, at the same time it raises

up a new social class in Poland – the industrial proletariat – a class that is forced by its

situation to become the most serious opponent of  the absolutist  regime.  And if  the

proletariat’s  opposition  cannot  have  a  national  character,  so  it  can  under  the

circumstances be even more effective, in that it will logically answer the solidarity of the

Polish and Russian bourgeoisie with the political solidarity of the Polish and Russian

proletariat.  But  this  distant  consequence  of  its  policy  cannot  divert  the  Russian

government  from  its  present  course;  for  the  time  being,  it  sees  in  the  capitalist

development of  Poland only the class of the bourgeoisie.  As long as Russia seeks to

maintain its rule over Poland in this way, the riotous bloom of industry in Poland will

remain  inscribed  in  the  program  of  the  government.  Thus  those  who  await  a

government policy directed toward the economic separation of Poland take for future

phenomena that which belongs to the past, and their insufficient knowledge of history

for deeper insight into the future.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

Of  eminent  significance  for  the  question  we  are  dealing  with,  finally,  is  the  new

direction in Russian foreign economic policy that has become evident in the last ten

years.  Up  until  that  time,  Russia’s  efforts  were  directed  to  satisfying  its  needs  for

manufactured goods and raw materials through its own production and emancipating

itself from foreign imports. Today its efforts go further; today Russia wants to venture

out into the world market and challenge the other capitalist nations on foreign ground.

To be sure, this tendency does not stem from the Russian bourgeoisie; because of the

peculiar  economic-political  development  of  Russia,  politics  frequently  grasps  the

initiative of economic progress out of its own interests.

While industry in most capitalist countries, to the extent that the boundaries of the

internal market  are  too narrow, pushes  the government to acquire new markets by

conquest or treaty, in Russia, on the contrary, Czarist policy sees in industrial exports a

means of bringing the countries of Asia chosen as political booty into, first, economic

dependence on Russia. Therefore, while the Russian industrialists for the most part do

not  lift  a  finger  to  win  a  place  in  the  world  market,  the  government  spurs  them

incessantly in this direction. Everything has been used to impart energy and a thirst for

exports:  exhortations,  invitations,  expeditions  to  investigate  new  market  areas,  the

construction of  colossal  railways such as the Siberian and East Chinese,  rebates  on

customs and taxes on exported goods, finally, direct subsidies to this end. The countries

first in consideration here are: China, Persia, Central Asia, and the Balkan states. In

1892  an  expedition  under  the  direction  of  Professor  Pozdneev,  which  was  to  serve
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scientific as well as commercial ends, was sent to Mongolia. Even earlier the Russians

had introduced  the  post-wagon system  there,  which  was  also  run  by  them.  In  the

following  year  the  official  of  the  Finance  Ministry,  Tomara,  was  sent  to  Persia  to

investigate the trade situation there and, particularly important, the reconstruction of

the Persian port of Enseli was begun in order to support Russian trade. In the same

year the Finance Ministry worked out a draft regarding the improvement of the routes

from the Russian border to Teheran, Tauris, and Meschhed and the establishment of a

Russian bank in Persia. To monopolize the market in East Siberia for its own merchants

and knock the English out of the field, Russia decided to abolish the free port on the

Amur river and in the port of Vladivostok, which has extended to all goods except those

on which an excise had been levied in Russia. However, the most important measure by

which the government hoped to give a leg up to Russian trade in Central Asia was the

costly construction of the Trans-Caspian Railway.

No less, or more correctly, even more attention did Russia direct toward China. A

short  time ago  China’s  trade  with  foreign  countries  was  taken  care  of  by  German,

French, and some English banks. Therefore, in 1896, the Russian government hurried

to found a Russian bank in Shanghai. “One task of the bank,” wrote the organ of the

Russian Finance Ministry at the time, “is to consolidate Russia’s economic influence in

China and to thereby create a counterweight to the influence of other European nations.

From this standpoint it is particularly important that the bank try to draw as close to

the Chinese government as possible, that it collect taxes in China, undertake operations

that will bring it into contact with the Chinese treasury, pay interest on the Chinese

state debt,” etc. The other Russian measures, for example the construction of the East

Chinese railway, are well enough known.

The result of these efforts so far was recently officially examined and has shown itself

to be an almost total fiasco. In every country where the government wanted to set it up,

the  Russian  market  would  have  had  to  overcome  stiff  competition  from  German,

French,  but  above all  English industry,  and the Russian entrepreneurs  had not  yet

shown themselves to have sufficiently grown to the part. Russia was no match for other

nations even in its own national territory in East Siberia, as long as it had to face them

in  free  competition.  Imports  in  the  most  important  Siberian  port,  Vladivostok,

amounted to:

In thousands of rubles

from Russia from foreign

countries

1887 2,016 3,725

1888 2,121 3,763
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1889 2,385 3,325

A consequence of this state of affairs was the above-mentioned decision by Russia to

take East Siberia into the Empire’s tariff zone.

Russian exports to China are likewise hardly worth mention in comparison to those

of other nations. Out of total imports of nearly 330 million rubles, Russia participated

with only approximately 4.5 million:

thousands of rubles

1891 4,896

1892 4,782

1893 4,087

1894 4,488

A similar picture has been provided by the uproar about trade with central Asia. The

Trans-Caspian Railway built  by Russia,  on which such great hopes were set,  proved

itself to be a really first-rate trade route – for the English, who now have obtained a way

of getting around the high transit duty in Afghanistan. Russian exports to the Trans-

Caspian,  Khiva,  Bukhara,  and Turkestan have,  after  a  brief  upswing,  begun to  sink

again in the last few years. Of the most important articles registered, the following were

transported:

thousands of rubles

Year 1888 1889 1890 1891 1892 1893

Total 1,141 1,296 1,685 2,922 2,102 1,854

Products of textile industry    201    245    541    671    397    538

Sugar    422    457    531 1,048    516    510

English  imports  from India,  on  the  contrary,  grew rapidly  during  the  same period

thanks to the Russian railway, as has been officially confirmed from the Russian side.

Bukhara, for example, received from the four main stations on this line:

In thousands of poods

1888 1889 1890 1891 1892 1893 Total

Russian products    572 1,176 1,863      923    267    244   5,045

English products 1,160 4,209 8,516 12,761 4,443 16,154 47,243

Russia’s exports to Afghanistan are in just as bad a way. Imports of products of the

Russian textile industry amounted to 163,245 poods in 1888-1890 (25 months), 10,000
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poods in 1893 (12 months), that is, approximately eight times less per year.

Russian trade in Persia has succeeded the best, relatively. Russian cotton products

make  up  approximately  30  per  cent  of  Persian  consumption,  and imports  of  these

products amount to 48,000 poods per year in 1887-1890, 73,000 poods per year in

18911894.

In the northern provinces of Gilan and Masenderan, the Russian textile industry has

almost  supplanted the English,  but,  in total  Persian imports,  Russia  – according to

official evidence – plays a very small role for the meantime. This despite the fact that

the Russian industry finds itself in the most advantageous situation, since the Persians

and  Armenians  living  in  the  Caucasus,  carrying  on  trade  at  their  own  risk,  serve

Russian industry as  the  most suitable  agents,  while  the merchants of  other nations

must take recourse to business on commission, and that only in Persia’s larger cities.

The total picture of Russia’s exports to its most important Asian markets looks as

follows:

1894 In millions of rubles

to Persia to China to Central

Asia

Total 12 4.5 3.8

Food 7.5 0.1 1.7

Manufactured goods 3.5 3.4 0.4

Raw materials and half-finished goods — 0.7 0.9

We see that the Russian government’s program in Asia is still far from being realized,

and that, in any case, the result attained corresponds in no way to the amount of effort

made in this  direction.  It  would be an error to  trace  this  back to the technological

backwardness of  Russian industry alone.  Certainly Russia is  behind other industrial

states in this regard, in a whole series of important branches of industry – such as the

metal and wool industries, etc. – and in order to be able to take up the competitive

battle successfully on the world market it would have to unconditionally improve its

methods of production. But there is a further and no less important factor involved,

which has largely frustrated the government’s plans in Asia up until  now. For even

where Russian industry could have easily won a victory over the English, according to

the  competent  testimony  of  individual  researchers  and  even  the  British  consuls  in

Persia – for example, in the production of lower grades of cotton cloth – the Russian

industrialists up until now have not been able to go very far.

The  reason  is  the  entire  habitat  of  the  Russian  and  especially  the  Moscow
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entrepreneurs,  which  was  formed  by  years  of  Russia’s  prohibitive  tariff  policy.

Pampered by the government with all sorts of gifts and patronage, spoiled by enormous

monopoly profits, spoiled further by a colossal domestic market and the immunity from

outside competition, the Moscow entrepreneurs felt neither the desire nor the need to

expose themselves to the rough weather of the world market and content themselves

with normal profits. It is, so to speak, profit-hypertrophy which makes the Muscovites

so sluggish and apathetic in the search for possible new markets; they see foreign trade

as, at most, a means to either pocket higher export subsidies or to get a huckster’s one-

time profit by fraudulent goods deliveries and the clumsiest cheating. If neither the one

nor the other is in the offing, then the Moscow manufacturer answers the orders that

might pour in from outside with stubborn silence.

This method of doing business is clearly shown in connection with Asia. Thus, for

example, the Russian calico massively imported to Bukhara and Khiva in 1890 and 1891

was manufactured in such a way that the Moslems could have used it much less for

clothing  than  for  dyeing  New  Year’s  eggs.  In  subsequent  years  the  population

understandably  turned  back  to  English  products,  and  this,  more  than  the  cholera

epidemic and the bad harvest, brought about the precipitous fall in Russian imports in

the years 1892 and 1893. Just as telling is the story of the sugar trade with Asia. So long

as the excise was rebated on the export of sugar, these exports went rapidly to Persia

and  Bukhara;  when  the  rebates  were  suspended,  the  business  once  more  seemed

pointless to the Russians, and exports sank suddenly from 1,047,996 poods in 1891 to

516,021 poods in 1892 and 150,128 in 1893. Another interesting side of the Muscovites’

commercial spirit is revealed in their trade with Siberia, where they managed to first

send out travelers with samples to win orders, then afterwards declined to fill  these

orders.  Finally,  the  Muscovites’  energy  comes  to  the  fore  most  glaringly  in  their

business with China; approached from there  with requests  for  the  establishment of

trade relations, they retorted to this importunate demand with silence.

After exhaustive examination of the outcome of Russia’s Asiatic trade, the organ of

the Finance  Ministry  likewise  came to  the following conclusion:  “The  characteristic

traits  of  the  non-commercial  Slavic  (meaning  here:  Russian)  race  and the  absolute

apathy and indolence of the Moscow entrepreneurs are expressed as crudely as they are

completely in our trade with Central Asia.” The causes of  the failure of the Russian

market in Asia are formulated in almost the same words by other papers of different

viewpoints – the Novosti, Novoe Vremya, St. Petersburg News,  among others.

And recently the organ of the Finance Ministry happened to speak once again on the

same theme: “Only Persia,” it wrote in January 1897, “can be called a market for the

products of our cotton industry; the attempts to conquer the Chinese and Central Asian

markets for ourselves can so far not be viewed as successful, and what is responsible is
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in part our inability to adjust to the demands and customs of the customers, but above

all the fact that our entrepreneurs at the moment have it too good at home to want to

bother with foreign markets.”

Thus it appears that the very essence of the Moscow entrepreneurs, and particularly

their efforts to maintain a privileged place by means of a totally artificial Chinese wall,

are incompatible with the current tendency of Russian foreign policy and in fact go

directly against it. It is clear that the most effective remedy for all Moscow’s indolence

and its trade practices, as well as for technological backwardness, would be Russia’s

transition to a liberal tariff policy, which would tear the Moscow district out of the hot-

house atmosphere of  monopoly and confront it  with foreign competition in its own

country. To us there is little doubt that the interests of absolutism in Asia on the one

side,  on  the  other  the  expansion  of  capitalist  agriculture  and  the  interests  of  the

landowners, will sooner or later pull Russia down the road to a more moderate tariff

policy. But above all a remedy can be created only in one way, namely by sharpening

competition  within  the  Russian  customs borders,  i.e.,  so  that  Moscow is  ruthlessly

abandoned to the unlimited competition of the progressive industrial districts of Poland

and St. Petersburg. This viewpoint is also that which the more influential Russian press,

such as the Novoe Vremya, stressed explicitly in connection with the debate over the

Czarist  Empire’s  interests in Asia.  That  the  government,  for  its  part,  is  now in fact

preparing to do away with Moscow’s economic rut and to force the Muscovites toward

modern production and trade methods is best proved by the most recent law on the

maximum work day,  which indicates the most  abrupt  break with Moscow’s present

methods of production, while it also appears as a realization of the Polish project of

1892.

To the same degree to which Moscow’s economic conservatism is a drag on current

Russian policy and becomes more so every day, Polish industry appears once more as

Czarism’s  comrade  in  arms.  We  have  shown  by  the  comparison  between  the

competitive  conditions  of  Polish  and  central  Russian  production  how  far  ahead  of

Moscow Poland is in terms of technology. For this reason alone, capitalist Poland, as

the  most  progressive  industrial  district  in  Russia,  which,  through  competition,

unceasingly spurs the others, particularly Moscow, toward technological improvements,

realizes the Russian government’s current program. But the Polish industrialists are

also running ahead of the Russians specifically in the opening up of Asian markets. We

have  seen  how  seriously  and  thoroughly  they  prepared  themselves  for  this  task.

Without awaiting the invitation of the government, they themselves seize the initiative

and with their own hands forge trade links with foreign countries.

In the only country where Russian trade is relatively flourishing – in Persia – the

products of the Polish textile industry make up nearly half of the total textile imports
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from  Russia  –  approximately  40  per  cent  of  the  imports  via  the  most  important

junction, Baku. To Poland also belong the initiatives toward trade relations with Persia,

in many respects: already in 1887, thus before the government had turned its attention

to this country, Poland had set about opening up its own trade agency and warehouse in

Teheran. Lodz also immediately made use of  the Trans-Caspian Railway to advance

into Central Asia with its goods along with St. Petersburg and Moscow. It is the Warsaw

district that provides the largely immigrant strata of the populations of Bukhara and

Turkestan with glassware, faience, and porcelain, while the inferior Moscow products

are bought by the poorer natives. Lodz is, at this point, the only industrial district in the

Empire whose textile industry’s products have found entry into Constantinople and the

Balkan countries. Already in 1887 Poland had taken up trade relations with Rumania

and Bulgaria. Recently Lodz began to send cotton products directly to Sofia. Indeed, the

Polish bourgeoisie,  through use of  the Siberian railway line, may make Warsaw the

center  of  the  new,  large  European-Asian  trade  routes.  “The  British  manufacturer,”

wrote the English consul  in Warsaw, “may be prepared to find in them (the Polish

entrepreneurs) formidable rivals in the markets of the East.”

In this way Polish capitalism in Asia works directly into the hands of Czarist policy.

From these so diametrically  opposed attitudes  of  Moscow and Poland toward the

aims fixed by Russian policy, there also follows a totally different current in the public

opinion of the two districts. Stronger and stronger grows the party favoring domestic

free  trade,  favoring  technological  progress,  the  party  that  opposes  the  official

guardianship and defense of backward industries, and therefore is sympathetic toward

the Polish district; and the Moscow entrepreneurs stand more and more isolated with

their ancestral belief in the Trinity: guarantees, bonuses, subsidies. The anti-Moscow

temper clearly expressed itself on the occasion of Moscow’s petition to the 1893 annual

fair in Nizhni-Novgorod for the imposition of a tax on Polish traveling agents. Thus we

read in Novosti:

“During  the  same  fair  ...  these  same  representatives  of  protectionism

composed and sent to the Finance Minister a petition regarding a special

tax on the traveling salesmen of the Lodz factories, with the unconcealed

intention  of  liberating  the  Moscow  industrial  district  from  Lodz’s

competition.  According  to  healthy  common  sense,  the  Moscow

manufacturers should, in the interests of Russian industry and of Russian

consumers,  merely  follow  the  admirable  example  of  the  Lodz

manufacturers and employ traveling salesmen, bring the producers closer

to the consumers, and so cheapen and make easier the market for its own

products.  But  not  nearly  so  much  entrepreneurial  spirit  lies  with  the

customs and habits of these protection-coddled practical men; they prefer
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to try various pranks against their competitors.”

And,  finally,  a  characteristic  excerpt  from  the  official  government  organ  Warsaw

Tagesblatt on the general tasks of Russia’s industrial foreign policy:

“With the opening up of these new markets in Central Asia and Persia, we

reckon on the flourishing of our industries, and we repeat that it is very

much  to  be  deplored  that  the  lion’s  share  of  the  profits  go  to  foreign

countries, while only the crumbs remain for our poor workers (!). Our trade

with  Central  Asia  and  Persia  has  not  yet  struck  deep  roots,  and  the

representatives  of  Russian  trade  still  have  many  victories  to  win  over

English competition to conquer those markets for Russia.  In view of the

common enemy, the Moscow and Polish entrepreneurs should join forces

in order to strive together toward the same goal ... Russia’s main goal in the

Asian market is at this moment to exclude English goods. It would be a

subsidiary question which of the Empire’s industrial districts contributes

more to the achievement of this goal, if only the profits of industry on the

banks of the Vistula went exclusively to the native population and not, as is

the case, to increase the capital for German entrepreneurs, employees, and

workers. Were those industries in the hands of Russia or Poland, then we

would be far stronger in our battle with England, and our dominance in

central Asia would be secured.”

Understandably, the government organ does not neglect to deal a blow in passing to the

German industrialists, who are heavily represented in Polish industry; it charges them

with  ignoring  Russian  national  interests,  exclusive,  egotistical  concern  for  the

“German” interests of their own pockets, etc. But in the main, we find here the actual

situation of the moment, pointedly expressed: In view of the present tasks in the world

market,  the  domestic  rivalries  of  the  Polish  and  Russian  entrepreneurs  stand

completely in the background. Insofar as differences exist between them, the blame will

be pushed onto the Germans, an element hated just as much by the Polish bourgeoisie,

as we have seen. Polish industry in itself, its development, its flourishing, appear here

in a new light, as lying directly in the interests of the Czarist government: Once it has

served  to  additionally  consolidate  the  Russian conquest  in  Poland,  Czarism is  now

assigning Polish capitalism the flattering role of  serving in Asia as the harbinger of

Czarism’s coming appetite for conquest. Indeed, Poland now plays the leading role, as

we  saw,  in  the  realization  of  this  lofty  task,  while  Moscow’s  star,  i.e.,  the  special

Muscovite economic policy, is slowly waning. The new Russian law on the maximum

work day signifies that even in the Russian Empire the lovely days of Aranjuez – the

days of primitive capitalist accumulation – are almost past.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Part 2:

Russia’s Economic Policy in Poland

Of  eminent  significance  for  the  question  we  are  dealing  with,  finally,  is  the  new

direction in Russian foreign economic policy that has become evident in the last ten

years.  Up  until  that  time,  Russia’s  efforts  were  directed  to  satisfying  its  needs  for

manufactured goods and raw materials through its own production and emancipating

itself from foreign imports. Today its efforts go further; today Russia wants to venture

out into the world market and challenge the other capitalist nations on foreign ground.

To be sure, this tendency does not stem from the Russian bourgeoisie; because of the

peculiar  economic-political  development  of  Russia,  politics  frequently  grasps  the

initiative of economic progress out of its own interests.

While industry in most capitalist countries, to the extent that the boundaries of the

internal market  are  too narrow, pushes  the government to acquire new markets by

conquest or treaty, in Russia, on the contrary, Czarist policy sees in industrial exports a

means of bringing the countries of Asia chosen as political booty into, first, economic

dependence on Russia. Therefore, while the Russian industrialists for the most part do

not  lift  a  finger  to  win  a  place  in  the  world  market,  the  government  spurs  them

incessantly in this direction. Everything has been used to impart energy and a thirst for

exports:  exhortations,  invitations,  expeditions  to  investigate  new  market  areas,  the

construction of  colossal  railways such as the Siberian and East Chinese,  rebates  on

customs and taxes on exported goods, finally, direct subsidies to this end. The countries

first in consideration here are: China, Persia, Central Asia, and the Balkan states. In

1892  an  expedition  under  the  direction  of  Professor  Pozdneev,  which  was  to  serve
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scientific as well as commercial ends, was sent to Mongolia. Even earlier the Russians

had introduced  the  post-wagon system  there,  which  was  also  run  by  them.  In  the

following  year  the  official  of  the  Finance  Ministry,  Tomara,  was  sent  to  Persia  to

investigate the trade situation there and, particularly important, the reconstruction of

the Persian port of Enseli was begun in order to support Russian trade. In the same

year the Finance Ministry worked out a draft regarding the improvement of the routes

from the Russian border to Teheran, Tauris, and Meschhed and the establishment of a

Russian bank in Persia. To monopolize the market in East Siberia for its own merchants

and knock the English out of the field, Russia decided to abolish the free port on the

Amur river and in the port of Vladivostok, which has extended to all goods except those

on which an excise had been levied in Russia. However, the most important measure by

which the government hoped to give a leg up to Russian trade in Central Asia was the

costly construction of the Trans-Caspian Railway.

No less, or more correctly, even more attention did Russia direct toward China. A

short  time ago  China’s  trade  with  foreign  countries  was  taken  care  of  by  German,

French, and some English banks. Therefore, in 1896, the Russian government hurried

to found a Russian bank in Shanghai. “One task of the bank,” wrote the organ of the

Russian Finance Ministry at the time, “is to consolidate Russia’s economic influence in

China and to thereby create a counterweight to the influence of other European nations.

From this standpoint it is particularly important that the bank try to draw as close to

the Chinese government as possible, that it collect taxes in China, undertake operations

that will bring it into contact with the Chinese treasury, pay interest on the Chinese

state debt,” etc. The other Russian measures, for example the construction of the East

Chinese railway, are well enough known.

The result of these efforts so far was recently officially examined and has shown itself

to be an almost total fiasco. In every country where the government wanted to set it up,

the  Russian  market  would  have  had  to  overcome  stiff  competition  from  German,

French,  but  above all  English industry,  and the Russian entrepreneurs  had not  yet

shown themselves to have sufficiently grown to the part. Russia was no match for other

nations even in its own national territory in East Siberia, as long as it had to face them

in  free  competition.  Imports  in  the  most  important  Siberian  port,  Vladivostok,

amounted to:

In thousands of rubles

from Russia from foreign

countries

1887 2,016 3,725

1888 2,121 3,763
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1889 2,385 3,325

A consequence of this state of affairs was the above-mentioned decision by Russia to

take East Siberia into the Empire’s tariff zone.

Russian exports to China are likewise hardly worth mention in comparison to those

of other nations. Out of total imports of nearly 330 million rubles, Russia participated

with only approximately 4.5 million:

thousands of rubles

1891 4,896

1892 4,782

1893 4,087

1894 4,488

A similar picture has been provided by the uproar about trade with central Asia. The

Trans-Caspian Railway built  by Russia,  on which such great hopes were set,  proved

itself to be a really first-rate trade route – for the English, who now have obtained a way

of getting around the high transit duty in Afghanistan. Russian exports to the Trans-

Caspian,  Khiva,  Bukhara,  and Turkestan have,  after  a  brief  upswing,  begun to  sink

again in the last few years. Of the most important articles registered, the following were

transported:

thousands of rubles

Year 1888 1889 1890 1891 1892 1893

Total 1,141 1,296 1,685 2,922 2,102 1,854

Products of textile industry    201    245    541    671    397    538

Sugar    422    457    531 1,048    516    510

English  imports  from India,  on  the  contrary,  grew rapidly  during  the  same period

thanks to the Russian railway, as has been officially confirmed from the Russian side.

Bukhara, for example, received from the four main stations on this line:

In thousands of poods

1888 1889 1890 1891 1892 1893 Total

Russian products    572 1,176 1,863      923    267    244   5,045

English products 1,160 4,209 8,516 12,761 4,443 16,154 47,243

Russia’s exports to Afghanistan are in just as bad a way. Imports of products of the

Russian textile industry amounted to 163,245 poods in 1888-1890 (25 months), 10,000
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poods in 1893 (12 months), that is, approximately eight times less per year.

Russian trade in Persia has succeeded the best, relatively. Russian cotton products

make  up  approximately  30  per  cent  of  Persian  consumption,  and imports  of  these

products amount to 48,000 poods per year in 1887-1890, 73,000 poods per year in

18911894.

In the northern provinces of Gilan and Masenderan, the Russian textile industry has

almost  supplanted the English,  but,  in total  Persian imports,  Russia  – according to

official evidence – plays a very small role for the meantime. This despite the fact that

the Russian industry finds itself in the most advantageous situation, since the Persians

and  Armenians  living  in  the  Caucasus,  carrying  on  trade  at  their  own  risk,  serve

Russian industry as  the  most suitable  agents,  while  the merchants of  other nations

must take recourse to business on commission, and that only in Persia’s larger cities.

The total picture of Russia’s exports to its most important Asian markets looks as

follows:

1894 In millions of rubles

to Persia to China to Central

Asia

Total 12 4.5 3.8

Food 7.5 0.1 1.7

Manufactured goods 3.5 3.4 0.4

Raw materials and half-finished goods — 0.7 0.9

We see that the Russian government’s program in Asia is still far from being realized,

and that, in any case, the result attained corresponds in no way to the amount of effort

made in this  direction.  It  would be an error to  trace  this  back to the technological

backwardness of  Russian industry alone.  Certainly Russia is  behind other industrial

states in this regard, in a whole series of important branches of industry – such as the

metal and wool industries, etc. – and in order to be able to take up the competitive

battle successfully on the world market it would have to unconditionally improve its

methods of production. But there is a further and no less important factor involved,

which has largely frustrated the government’s plans in Asia up until  now. For even

where Russian industry could have easily won a victory over the English, according to

the  competent  testimony  of  individual  researchers  and  even  the  British  consuls  in

Persia – for example, in the production of lower grades of cotton cloth – the Russian

industrialists up until now have not been able to go very far.

The  reason  is  the  entire  habitat  of  the  Russian  and  especially  the  Moscow
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entrepreneurs,  which  was  formed  by  years  of  Russia’s  prohibitive  tariff  policy.

Pampered by the government with all sorts of gifts and patronage, spoiled by enormous

monopoly profits, spoiled further by a colossal domestic market and the immunity from

outside competition, the Moscow entrepreneurs felt neither the desire nor the need to

expose themselves to the rough weather of the world market and content themselves

with normal profits. It is, so to speak, profit-hypertrophy which makes the Muscovites

so sluggish and apathetic in the search for possible new markets; they see foreign trade

as, at most, a means to either pocket higher export subsidies or to get a huckster’s one-

time profit by fraudulent goods deliveries and the clumsiest cheating. If neither the one

nor the other is in the offing, then the Moscow manufacturer answers the orders that

might pour in from outside with stubborn silence.

This method of doing business is clearly shown in connection with Asia. Thus, for

example, the Russian calico massively imported to Bukhara and Khiva in 1890 and 1891

was manufactured in such a way that the Moslems could have used it much less for

clothing  than  for  dyeing  New  Year’s  eggs.  In  subsequent  years  the  population

understandably  turned  back  to  English  products,  and  this,  more  than  the  cholera

epidemic and the bad harvest, brought about the precipitous fall in Russian imports in

the years 1892 and 1893. Just as telling is the story of the sugar trade with Asia. So long

as the excise was rebated on the export of sugar, these exports went rapidly to Persia

and  Bukhara;  when  the  rebates  were  suspended,  the  business  once  more  seemed

pointless to the Russians, and exports sank suddenly from 1,047,996 poods in 1891 to

516,021 poods in 1892 and 150,128 in 1893. Another interesting side of the Muscovites’

commercial spirit is revealed in their trade with Siberia, where they managed to first

send out travelers with samples to win orders, then afterwards declined to fill  these

orders.  Finally,  the  Muscovites’  energy  comes  to  the  fore  most  glaringly  in  their

business with China; approached from there  with requests  for  the  establishment of

trade relations, they retorted to this importunate demand with silence.

After exhaustive examination of the outcome of Russia’s Asiatic trade, the organ of

the Finance  Ministry  likewise  came to  the following conclusion:  “The  characteristic

traits  of  the  non-commercial  Slavic  (meaning  here:  Russian)  race  and the  absolute

apathy and indolence of the Moscow entrepreneurs are expressed as crudely as they are

completely in our trade with Central Asia.” The causes of  the failure of the Russian

market in Asia are formulated in almost the same words by other papers of different

viewpoints – the Novosti, Novoe Vremya, St. Petersburg News,  among others.

And recently the organ of the Finance Ministry happened to speak once again on the

same theme: “Only Persia,” it wrote in January 1897, “can be called a market for the

products of our cotton industry; the attempts to conquer the Chinese and Central Asian

markets for ourselves can so far not be viewed as successful, and what is responsible is
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in part our inability to adjust to the demands and customs of the customers, but above

all the fact that our entrepreneurs at the moment have it too good at home to want to

bother with foreign markets.”

Thus it appears that the very essence of the Moscow entrepreneurs, and particularly

their efforts to maintain a privileged place by means of a totally artificial Chinese wall,

are incompatible with the current tendency of Russian foreign policy and in fact go

directly against it. It is clear that the most effective remedy for all Moscow’s indolence

and its trade practices, as well as for technological backwardness, would be Russia’s

transition to a liberal tariff policy, which would tear the Moscow district out of the hot-

house atmosphere of  monopoly and confront it  with foreign competition in its own

country. To us there is little doubt that the interests of absolutism in Asia on the one

side,  on  the  other  the  expansion  of  capitalist  agriculture  and  the  interests  of  the

landowners, will sooner or later pull Russia down the road to a more moderate tariff

policy. But above all a remedy can be created only in one way, namely by sharpening

competition  within  the  Russian  customs borders,  i.e.,  so  that  Moscow is  ruthlessly

abandoned to the unlimited competition of the progressive industrial districts of Poland

and St. Petersburg. This viewpoint is also that which the more influential Russian press,

such as the Novoe Vremya, stressed explicitly in connection with the debate over the

Czarist  Empire’s  interests in Asia.  That  the  government,  for  its  part,  is  now in fact

preparing to do away with Moscow’s economic rut and to force the Muscovites toward

modern production and trade methods is best proved by the most recent law on the

maximum work day,  which indicates the most  abrupt  break with Moscow’s present

methods of production, while it also appears as a realization of the Polish project of

1892.

To the same degree to which Moscow’s economic conservatism is a drag on current

Russian policy and becomes more so every day, Polish industry appears once more as

Czarism’s  comrade  in  arms.  We  have  shown  by  the  comparison  between  the

competitive  conditions  of  Polish  and  central  Russian  production  how  far  ahead  of

Moscow Poland is in terms of technology. For this reason alone, capitalist Poland, as

the  most  progressive  industrial  district  in  Russia,  which,  through  competition,

unceasingly spurs the others, particularly Moscow, toward technological improvements,

realizes the Russian government’s current program. But the Polish industrialists are

also running ahead of the Russians specifically in the opening up of Asian markets. We

have  seen  how  seriously  and  thoroughly  they  prepared  themselves  for  this  task.

Without awaiting the invitation of the government, they themselves seize the initiative

and with their own hands forge trade links with foreign countries.

In the only country where Russian trade is relatively flourishing – in Persia – the

products of the Polish textile industry make up nearly half of the total textile imports
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from  Russia  –  approximately  40  per  cent  of  the  imports  via  the  most  important

junction, Baku. To Poland also belong the initiatives toward trade relations with Persia,

in many respects: already in 1887, thus before the government had turned its attention

to this country, Poland had set about opening up its own trade agency and warehouse in

Teheran. Lodz also immediately made use of  the Trans-Caspian Railway to advance

into Central Asia with its goods along with St. Petersburg and Moscow. It is the Warsaw

district that provides the largely immigrant strata of the populations of Bukhara and

Turkestan with glassware, faience, and porcelain, while the inferior Moscow products

are bought by the poorer natives. Lodz is, at this point, the only industrial district in the

Empire whose textile industry’s products have found entry into Constantinople and the

Balkan countries. Already in 1887 Poland had taken up trade relations with Rumania

and Bulgaria. Recently Lodz began to send cotton products directly to Sofia. Indeed, the

Polish bourgeoisie,  through use of  the Siberian railway line, may make Warsaw the

center  of  the  new,  large  European-Asian  trade  routes.  “The  British  manufacturer,”

wrote the English consul  in Warsaw, “may be prepared to find in them (the Polish

entrepreneurs) formidable rivals in the markets of the East.”

In this way Polish capitalism in Asia works directly into the hands of Czarist policy.

From these so diametrically  opposed attitudes  of  Moscow and Poland toward the

aims fixed by Russian policy, there also follows a totally different current in the public

opinion of the two districts. Stronger and stronger grows the party favoring domestic

free  trade,  favoring  technological  progress,  the  party  that  opposes  the  official

guardianship and defense of backward industries, and therefore is sympathetic toward

the Polish district; and the Moscow entrepreneurs stand more and more isolated with

their ancestral belief in the Trinity: guarantees, bonuses, subsidies. The anti-Moscow

temper clearly expressed itself on the occasion of Moscow’s petition to the 1893 annual

fair in Nizhni-Novgorod for the imposition of a tax on Polish traveling agents. Thus we

read in Novosti:

“During  the  same  fair  ...  these  same  representatives  of  protectionism

composed and sent to the Finance Minister a petition regarding a special

tax on the traveling salesmen of the Lodz factories, with the unconcealed

intention  of  liberating  the  Moscow  industrial  district  from  Lodz’s

competition.  According  to  healthy  common  sense,  the  Moscow

manufacturers should, in the interests of Russian industry and of Russian

consumers,  merely  follow  the  admirable  example  of  the  Lodz

manufacturers and employ traveling salesmen, bring the producers closer

to the consumers, and so cheapen and make easier the market for its own

products.  But  not  nearly  so  much  entrepreneurial  spirit  lies  with  the

customs and habits of these protection-coddled practical men; they prefer
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to try various pranks against their competitors.”

And,  finally,  a  characteristic  excerpt  from  the  official  government  organ  Warsaw

Tagesblatt on the general tasks of Russia’s industrial foreign policy:

“With the opening up of these new markets in Central Asia and Persia, we

reckon on the flourishing of our industries, and we repeat that it is very

much  to  be  deplored  that  the  lion’s  share  of  the  profits  go  to  foreign

countries, while only the crumbs remain for our poor workers (!). Our trade

with  Central  Asia  and  Persia  has  not  yet  struck  deep  roots,  and  the

representatives  of  Russian  trade  still  have  many  victories  to  win  over

English competition to conquer those markets for Russia.  In view of the

common enemy, the Moscow and Polish entrepreneurs should join forces

in order to strive together toward the same goal ... Russia’s main goal in the

Asian market is at this moment to exclude English goods. It would be a

subsidiary question which of the Empire’s industrial districts contributes

more to the achievement of this goal, if only the profits of industry on the

banks of the Vistula went exclusively to the native population and not, as is

the case, to increase the capital for German entrepreneurs, employees, and

workers. Were those industries in the hands of Russia or Poland, then we

would be far stronger in our battle with England, and our dominance in

central Asia would be secured.”

Understandably, the government organ does not neglect to deal a blow in passing to the

German industrialists, who are heavily represented in Polish industry; it charges them

with  ignoring  Russian  national  interests,  exclusive,  egotistical  concern  for  the

“German” interests of their own pockets, etc. But in the main, we find here the actual

situation of the moment, pointedly expressed: In view of the present tasks in the world

market,  the  domestic  rivalries  of  the  Polish  and  Russian  entrepreneurs  stand

completely in the background. Insofar as differences exist between them, the blame will

be pushed onto the Germans, an element hated just as much by the Polish bourgeoisie,

as we have seen. Polish industry in itself, its development, its flourishing, appear here

in a new light, as lying directly in the interests of the Czarist government: Once it has

served  to  additionally  consolidate  the  Russian conquest  in  Poland,  Czarism is  now

assigning Polish capitalism the flattering role of  serving in Asia as the harbinger of

Czarism’s coming appetite for conquest. Indeed, Poland now plays the leading role, as

we  saw,  in  the  realization  of  this  lofty  task,  while  Moscow’s  star,  i.e.,  the  special

Muscovite economic policy, is slowly waning. The new Russian law on the maximum

work day signifies that even in the Russian Empire the lovely days of Aranjuez – the

days of primitive capitalist accumulation – are almost past.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Industrial Development of Poland

Our  task  is  finished.  We  believe  that  we  can  conclude  from  the  foregoing  that  all

apprehensions about the future of Polish industry – at least insofar as they relate to the

danger threatened by the Russian government – are quite groundless and nothing but

an uncritical, superficial reflection of the intimate entrepreneurial wrangle between the

Lodz and Moscow entrepreneurs. If one looks deeper into the situation, one must arrive

at the conclusion that Poland, in economic terms, not only does not have any separation

from  Russia  in  store,  but,  rather,  the  tendencies  arising  from  the  general  internal

nature of large-scale capitalist production itself are binding Poland much more strongly

to Russia with every passing year. It is an immanent law of the capitalist method of

production that it strives to materially bind together the most distant places, little by

little, to make them economically dependent on each other, and eventually transform

the entire world into one firmly joined productive mechanism. This tendency, of course,

works most strongly within one and the same state, within the same political and tariff

borders. The capitalist development of Poland and Russia has yielded this result. As

long as both countries were predominantly agricultural and indeed natural-economy

countries, thus until the 1860s, they remained economically foreign to each other and

each represented for  itself  a  closed whole  with particular  economic interests.  Since

factory  production  began  here  and  there  on  a  larger  scale,  however,  since  natural

economy gave way to money economy, since industry became a determining factor in

the social life of both countries,  the self-containment of their material existence has

more and more disappeared. Exchange and the division of labor have strung thousands

of threads between Russia and Poland, and these manifold economic interests are so

intertwined that the Polish and Russian economies today form more and more one

complicated mechanism.

The process portrayed above is mirrored in many different ways in the consciousness

of the different factors in Polish public life. The Russian government sees Poland as a

tool for its plans for rule, believes that Poland has been unconditionally surrendered up

to its power and that it has founded a thousand-year empire of despotism. The Polish
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bourgeoisie  sees  in  this  a  fundamental  of  its  own class  rule  in  the country  and an

inexhaustible source of riches; it indulges in the sweetest dreams of the future in its

thoughts about Asia and believes itself able to build a thousand-year empire of capital.

The various nationalist elements of Polish society perceive the entire social process as a

unique,  great  national  misfortune,  which  mercilessly  shattered  their  hopes  for  the

reconstruction of an independent Polish state. They sense instinctively the power of the

economic bonds which capitalism has created between Poland and Russia and, without

being able to hold back the fatal process in reality, they can at least put an end to it in

their own imagination; they cling in desperation to this illusion and expect the Russian

government itself to nullify Poland’s hated capitalist development with its own hands

and so recreate a basis for nationalism.

We  believe  that  the  Russian  government,  the  Polish  bourgeoisie,  and  the  Polish

nationalists have all equally been struck with blindness, and that the capitalist fusion

process between Poland and Russia also has an important dialectical side that they have

completely  overlooked.  This  process  is  bringing  to  fruition  in  its  own  womb  the

moment  when  the  development  of  capitalism  in  Russia  will  be  thrown  into

contradiction with the absolute  form of  government,  and when Czarist  rule  will  be

brought down by its own works. Sooner or later, the hour will strike when the same

Polish and Russian bourgeoisie which is today pampered by the Czarist government

will become weary of their political attorney – Absolutism – and will checkmate the

king.  Moreover,  this  capitalist  process  is  moving  with  impetuous  haste  toward  the

moment  when  the  development  of  the  productive  forces  in  the  Russian  Empire

becomes  irreconcilable  with  the  rule  of  capital  and  when,  in  the  place  of  private

commodity economy, a new social order based on planned, cooperative production will

appear.  The  Polish and Russian bourgeoisies  are  hastening this  moment  with their

combined forces; they cannot make one step forward without increasing and pushing

forward the Polish and Russian working classes. The capitalist fusing of Poland and

Russia is engendering as its end result that which has been overlooked to the same

degree by the Russian government, the Polish bourgeoisie, and the Polish nationalists:

the union of Polish and Russian proletariats as the future receiver in the bankruptcy of,

first, the rule of Russian Czarism, and then the rule of Polish-Russian capital.

<<< Last Chapter
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Comrade Heine,  as is  well  known, has  written a  pamphlet  for  the  party conference

entitled To Vote or Not to Vote? In it he comes out in favour of our participating in

Prussian Landtag elections. It is not the main subject of his pamphlet that leads us to

make a few necessary remarks, but rather the two terms which he mentions in his line

of argument, and to which we react with particular sensitivity in consequence of the

well-known events that have taken place recently in the party. The terms are: the art of

the possible and opportunism. Heine believes that the party’s aversion to these trends

rests entirely upon a misunderstanding of the true linguistic meaning of these foreign

words.  Ah!  Comrade  Heine,  like  Faust,  has  studied  jurisprudence  with  zealous

endeavour, but  alas,  unlike Faust,  not much else.  And in the true spirit  of  juridical

thought, he says to himself, In the beginning was the word. If we wish to know whether

the art of the possible and opportunism are harmful or useful to Social Democracy, we

need only consult the dictionary of foreign words and the question is answered in five

minutes. For the dictionary of foreign words informs us that the art of the possible is ‘a

policy which endeavours to achieve what is possible under given circumstances’. Heine

then proclaims, ‘Indeed, I ask all rational men, should a policy attempt to achieve what

is impossible under given circumstances?’ Yes, we as rational men reply, if questions of

politics and tactics could be solved so easily, then lexicographers would be the wisest

statesman and,  instead of delivering Social-Democratic speeches, we should have to

begin holding popular lectures in linguistics.

Certainly our policy should and can only endeavour to achieve what is possible under
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given circumstances. But this not say how, in what manner, we should endeavour to

achieve what is possible. This, however, is the crucial point.

The  basic  question  of  the  socialist  movement  has  always  been  how  to  bring  its

immediate practical activity into agreement with its ultimate goal. The various ‘schools’

and trends of socialism are differentiated according to their various solutions to this

problem. And Social Democracy is the first socialist party that has understood how to

harmonize its final revolutionary goal with its practical day-to-day activity, and in this

way it has been able to draw broad masses into the struggle. Why then is this solution

particularly harmonious? Stated briefly and in general terms, it is that the practical

struggle  has  been  shaped  in  accordance  with  the  general  principles  of  the  party

programme. This we all know by heart; should anyone challenge us, our answers are as

clever  as  they  always  were.  Now  we  believe  that,  despite  its  generality,  this  tenet

constitutes  a  very  palpable  guide for  our  activity.  Let  us  illustrate  it  briefly  by  two

topical questions of party life – by militarism and custom policy.

In principle – as everyone is familiar with our programme knows – we are against all

militarism and protective tariffs. Does it follow from this that our representative in the

Reichstag must oppose all debate on bills concerning these matters with an abrupt and

blunt no? Absolutely not, for this would be an attitude befitting a small sect and not a

great mass party. Our representatives must investigate each individual bill; they must

consider the arguments and they must judge and debate on the basis if  the existing

concrete relationship, of  the existing economic and political situations, and not of a

lifeless  and abstract  principle.  The  result,  however,  must  and will  be  –  if  we  have

assessed correctly the existing relationship and the people’s interest – no. Our solution

is: not a man and not a penny for this system! But, given the present social order, there

can be no system which would not be this very system. Each time tariffs are increased

we say that we see no reason for agreeing to the tariff in the present situation, but for us

there can be no situation in which we could reach a different position. Only in this way

can  our  practical  struggle  become  what  it  must  be:  the  realization  of  our  basic

principles in the process of social life and the embodiment of our general principles in

practical, everyday action.

And only under these conditions do we fight in the sole permissible way for what is at

any time ‘possible’. Now if one says that we should offer an exchange – our consent to

militaristic and tariff legislation in return for political concessions or social reforms –

then  one  is  sacrificing  the  basic  principles  of  the  class  struggle  for  momentary

advantage, and one’s actions are based on opportunism. Opportunism, incidentally, is a

political game which can be lost in two ways: not only basic principles but also practical

success may be forfeited. The assumption that one can achieve the greatest number of

successes  by  making  concessions  rests  on  a  complete  error.  Here,  as  in  all  great
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matters, the most cunning persons are not the most intelligent. Bismarck once told a

bourgeois opposition party: ‘You will deprive yourselves of any practical influences if

you always and as a matter of course say no.’ The old boy was then, as so often, more

intelligent than is Pappenheimer.[A]  Indeed, a bourgeois party, that is, a party which

says  yes  to  the  existing  order  as  a  whole,  but  which  will  say  no to  the  day-to-day

consequences of this order, is a hybrid, an artificial creation, which is neither fish nor

flash nor fowl. We who oppose the entire present order see things quite differently. In

our no, in our intransigent attitude, lies our whole strength. It is this attitude that earns

us the fear and respect of the enemy and the trust and support of the people.

Precisely  because  we  do  not  yield  one  inch  from  our  position,  we  force  the

government and the bourgeois parties to concede to us the few immediate successes

that can be gained. But if we begin to chase after what is ‘possible’ according to the

principles  of  opportunism,  unconcerned with our  own principles,  and by  means  of

statesmanlike  barter,  then we will  soon find ourselves  in  the same situation as  the

hunter who has not only failed to stay the deer but has also lost his gun in the process.

We do not shudder at the foreign terms, opportunism and the art of the possible, as

Heine believes; we shudder only when they are ‘Germanized’ into our party practice.

Let them remain foreign words for us. And, if occasion arises, let our comrades shun

the role of interpreter.

[A] A reference to the soldiers of General Pappenheim in the Thirty Years War.
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This is the text of two speeches made to the Stuttgart Congress of the German Social Democratic Party

in 1898, in the discussion on tactics.

Speech of October 3, 1898

The speeches of Heine and others have shown that an extremely important point has

been obscured in our Party,  namely that of  understanding the relation between our

final  goal and our everyday uggles.  It  might  he  said that  our program has a  pretty

passage concerning the final goal, which, while it certainly shouldn’t be forgotten, has

no immediate relation to our practical struggles. Perhaps there are some comrades who

think that speculations about final goals are really academic questions. To them I would

say that  for  us,  as  a  revolutionary  proletarian party,  there  exists  no  more practical

question than that concerning ultimate goals.

Think  about  it:  what  really  constitutes  the  socialist  character  of  our  whole

movement?  The really  practical  struggle  falls  into  three  categories:  the  trade-union

struggle, the struggle for social reforms, and the struggle to democratize the capitalist

state. Are these three forms of our struggle really socialism? Not at all. Take the trade-

union movement first! Look at England: not only is it not socialist there, but it is in
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some respects an obstacle to socialism. Social reform is also emphasized by Academic

Socialists,  National  Socialists,  and similar  types.  And democratization is  specifically

bourgeois. The bourgeoisie had already inscribed democracy on its banner before see

did,

Then what is it in our day to-day struggles that makes us a socialist party? It can only

be the relation between these three practical struggles and our final goals. It is the final

goal alone which constitutes the spirit and the content of our socialist struggle, which

turns it into a class struggle. And by final goal we must not mean, as Heine has said,

this or that image of the future state, but the prerequisite for any future society, namely

the conquest of political power. [Shout: “Then we do agree!”] This conception of our

task is closely related to our conception of capitalist society; it is the solid ground which

underlies our view that capitalist society is caught in insoluble contradictions which will

ultimately necessitate an explosion, a collapse, at which point we will play the role of

the banker-lawyer who liquidates a bankrupt company.

But if we take the position that we w to bring to fruition the interest of the proletariat,

then it is impossible to make statements such as those that Heine has recently made to

the  effect  that  we  can  also  make  concessions  on  the  question  of  militarism;  it  is

impossible  to  make  statements  such  as  those  of  Konrad  Schmidt  to  the  central

committee of the socialist majority in the bourgeois parliament, impossible to say, as

Bernstein has, that once we take over command of the ship, even then we will not be in

a position to do away with capitalism. When I read that, I said to myself: what a stroke

of luck that the French socialist workers weren’t that bright in 1871, for then they would

have said: “Children, let’s go to bed, our hour has not yet struck, production is not yet

sufficiently concentrated for us to maintain control of the ship.” But then, instead of a

moving drama, instead of a heroic struggle, we would have seen a different scenario, for

then the workers would not have behaved like heroes, but like old women. I think that

arguments  about  whether,  once  we  come  to  power,  we  s  ill  be  able  to  make  the

production process serve society, whether things are ripe for that, that is an academic

question. For us there can never be any question that we must struggle to seize political

poster. A socialist party must always have a response appropriate to the situation; it can

never shrink back from its task. Therefore our views on what our final goals are must be

fully clarified. And we will fulfill them, in spite of storm, wind, and weather. [Applause]

Speech of October 4, 1898

Vollmar has bitterly reproached me with trying to preach to older veterans when I am

still a young recruit to the movement. That is not the case. It would be superfluous,
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since I am convinced that the veterans stand firmly on the same ground as I. It is not at

all a question of preaching to anyone, but of expressing a particular tactic clearly and

unambiguously. I know that I still must earn my epaulets in the German movement;

but I want to do it on the left wing, where people struggle against the enemy and not on

the right wing, where people seek out compromises with the enemy.[Objections]

But  when  Vollmar  counters  my  factual  presentations  with  the  argument,  “You

greenhorn, I could be your grandfather,” that proves to me that his logical arguments

are on their last legs. [Laughter] In fact, in the course of his presentation he made a

series of statements which, coming from a veteran, are confusing, to say the least.

To  Vollmar’s  sarcastic  quotation  from  Marx  on  labor  laws,  I  oppose  another

quotation from Marx, that the introduction of labor laws into England meant nothing

less than the salvation of bourgeois society. In addition, Vollmar claimed it was false

not to treat the trade-union movement as socialist and pointed to the [English] trade

unions. And doesn’t Vollmar know anything about the difference between old and new

trade unionism?[A] Doesn’t he know that the old trade unionists stood hard and fast on

the side of the bourgeoisie? Doesn’t he know that it was none other than Engels who

expressed the hope that the socialist movement might now advance in England because

England had lost its supremacy on the world market and that therefore the trade-union

movement must take a new path? Vollmar trotted out the specter of Blanquism. Doesn’t

he know the difference between Blanquism and Social Democracy? Doesn’t he know

that for the Blanquists it is a handful of emissaries who are to take power in the name of

the working class; for Social Democrats it is the working class itself? That is a difference

that no one who is a veteran of the Social Democratic movement should forget.

Thirdly, he insinuated that I lust for violent means. I have not given any pretext for

such  an  accusation,  either  in  my  statements  or  in  my  articles  on  Bernstein  in  the

Leipziger Volkzeitung.[B]  I  take exactly the opposite position. I  say that the only

violent means that will bring us victory are the socialist enlightenment of the working

class through day-to-day struggle.

One could find no higher compliment for my statements than to say that they are

completely self-evident. They are certainly self-evident to any Social Democrat; but they

are not self-evident for everyone here at the convention [“Oh!”] for example, not for

Comrade Heine with his politics of compensation. How does this relate to the seizure of

power? In what does a policy of compensation consist? We demand the strengthening

of  people’s  rights,  of  democratic  freedoms:  the  capitalist  state  demands  the

strengthening of its own forces and its  cannon. Evyen given the most advantageous

case, that such an agreement is honorably concluded and kept by both sides: what we

get is only a piece of paper. Borne has already said: “I would not advise anyone to take a
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mortgage on a  German constitution.  for  all  German constitutions  are  like  so  many

pieces of furniture.” Constitutional freedoms, if they are to have any permanent worth,

must be won through struggle, not through agreements. But what the capitalist state

would get by securing an agreement with us has a firm, brutal reality. The cannon and

soldiers to which we would agree will  shift  the  objective  material  balance of  power

against us.  It  was none other than Lassalle who said:  ”The true constitution of  any

country consists not in its written constitution, but in the real balance of power.” The

inevitable result of a politics of compensation is that we agree to relationships which

appear favorable on paper, but which in objective reality favor our opponents; that we

basically weaken our own position and strengthen that of our opponents. I ask whether

anyone can say that  someone who suggests  such a  thing is  seriously  trying to  take

political power? I think that the anger with which Comrade Fendrich emphasized the

obviousness of this tendency was erroneously addressed to me; it is basically aimed at

Heine. It was only an expression of the sharp contradiction that Heine created between

his position and that of our Party’s proletarian convictions when he dared to speak of a

politics of concessions toward the capitalist state.

Then take the statement of Konrad Schmidt, that the anarchy of capitalist rule can be

overcome through trade-union struggles,  or  some such.  If  anything in our program

gives credence to the necessity for the seizing of political power, it is the conviction that

no  medicinal  herbs  can  grow  in  the  dirt  of  capitalist  society  which  can  help  cure

capitalist anarchy. Anarchy – the terrible sufferings of the working class, the insecurity

of people’s existence, exploitation, the distance between rich and poor – increases every

day.  Can  anyone  say  that  someone  who  wants  to  solve  these  problems  through

capitalist means sees the necessity for the seizure of political power by the working-

class? Even here, Fendrich’s and Vollmar’s anger is not directed at me, but at Konrad

Schmidt.

And then the well-known statement [by Bernstein] in the Neue Zeit: “The final goal,

whatever it may be, is nothing to me: the movement is everything!” Anyone who says

that  does  not  stand for  the  necessity  of  seizing  political  power.  You see  that  some

comrades in the Party do not stand for the final goals of our movement, and that it is

necessary to express that fact unambiguously. If ever it was necessary, now is the time.

The blows of  reaction shower on us like hail.  This debate must answer the Kaiser’s

latest speech. Like the Roman Cato, we most say sharply and clearly, “In addition, I am

of  the  opinion  that  this  state  must  be  destroyed.”  The  conquest  of  political  power

remains the final goal and that final goal remains the soul of the struggle. The working

class cannot take the decadent position of the philosophers: “The final goal is nothing to

me, the movement is everything.” No, on the contrary, without relating the movement

to the final goal, the movement as an end in itself is nothing to me, the final goal is
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everything. [Applause]

[A]  The  “old”  trade  unions  were  professional  unions  which,  by  the  1890s,  had  been  fully
integrated into the system. The “new” unions, the first of which was led by Tom Mann, John
Burns and the Fabian W.A. Morris,  wanted to unite the workers of  whole industries.  Their
efforts led to the dockers’ strike in August 1889, and the formation of the dockers’ union. The
“new” unions grew rapidly, and fought a number of successful struggles. They then formed the
Independent Labour Party, which eventually led to the formation of the Labour Party. As W.
Abendroth puts it, “the new trade unions were the first systematic, independent struggle by the
working class since the demise of Chartism.”

[B] The reference is to the first part of Social Reform or Revolution, which appeared in the
Leipziger Volkzeitung from September 21 to 28, 1898.

Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 28.11.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: Speeches to Stuttgart Congress (1898) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/10/04.htm

5 of 5 9/20/2018, 9:11 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

(October 1899)

Spoken: October 11, 1899

Source: German: Ausgewählte Reden und Schriften, II (Berlin: Dietz Verlag,

1951), pp.78-86; English: Selected Political Writings Rosa Luxemburg, 1971,

edited by Dick Howard.

Translated: (from the German) John Heckman

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins

Proofed: by Matthew Grant

Copyright: Monthly Review Press © 1971. Printed with the permission of Monthly

Review. Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2004.

Comrades, it would be like carrying water to the sea if I were to address myself to the

theoretical  side  of  the  problem after  Comrade  Bebel’s  excellent  presentation.  Bebel

handled these questions so thoroughly and brought so many new facts to bear against

Bernstein that it would be superfluous to say any more about it. Still, I must speak to

answer some of David’s comments, which were in part aimed at me. I shall not concern

myself with his remarks on agriculture. The question of artificial fertilizer played such

an important role in his presentation that I couldn’t help thinking of the speech of an

old Pomeranian farmer in an agricultural club meeting, in which he said: “I think you

will all agree with me when I close my presentation with the words: Manure is the soul

of agriculture.” [Great amusement and “Oho”]

The weakest side of Bernstein and his followers’ theoretical conception is their theory

about the so-called economic power which the working class must first achieve within

the framework of today’s  social  order before it can successfully  carry out a political

revolution. David and Bernstein’s other followers often reproach us with using empty

phrases and having a predilection for models. But, as I shall prove, on the question of

the seizure of economic power they are the ones who use phrases and models.
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It is well known that Marx proved that specific economic relations lie at the base of

every political class movement. Marx showed that all previous historical classes rose to

economic  power  before  they  arrived  at  political  power.  And  now  the  Davids,  the

Woltmanns,  and  the  Bernsteins  slavishly  apply  this  model  to  contemporary

relationships. This proves that they understand neither the essence of earlier struggles

nor the essence of current struggles.

What  does  it  mean  to  say  that  previous  classes,  namely  the  Third  Estate,  took

economic power before their political emancipation? Nothing else but the historical fact

that  all  previous  class  struggles  can  be traced  to  the economic fact  that  every  new

ascendant class also created a new form of property on which it finally based its class

dominance. The artisans’ struggle against the city nobility in the first part of the Middle

Ages  depended  on  the  fact  that,  as  opposed  to  the  property  of  the  nobility  which

consisted in land, they created a new form of property which depended on labor. That

was a new economic creation which finally burst the political chains and reshaped in its

own image the remnants of feudal property, which had become meaningless. The same

thing was repeated at the end of the Middle Ages when the middle classes led their fight

against feudalism, when new capitalist property, which depended on the exploitation of

outside labor, was created and finally brought the Third Estate into political as well as

economic power.

Now I ask: can this model be applied to our situation? No. Precisely those people who

prattle on about the economic power of the proletariat overlook the huge difference

between our struggle and all previous class struggles. The assertion that the proletariat,

in contrast to all previous classes, leads a class struggle not in order to institute the rule

of one class, but to do away with the rule of any class, is no empty phrase. It has its

basis in the fact that the proletariat creates no new form of property, but only extends

the  form  of  property  created  by  the  capitalist  economy  by  turning  it  over  to  the

possession of society. Thus, it is an illusion to believe that the proletariat could create

economic power for itself within current bourgeois society; it  can only take political

power  and  then  replace  capitalist  forms  of  property.  Bernstein  criticizes  Marx  and

Engels for applying the schema of the great French Revolution to our situation. Yet he

and other  adherents  of  “economic  power”  apply  the  economic  schema  of  the  great

French Revolution to the struggle of the proletariat.

David has presented a whole theory on undermining capitalist property. I don’t know

whether his conception of socialist struggle in fact leads to undermining anything: I

strongly doubt it. But it is beyond any doubt that such a conception presupposes that

we have holes in our heads. [gaiety, protestations]

David  and  Bernstein’s  adherents  look  at  our  position  on  trade  unions  and
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cooperatives from the point of view of economic power. We are accused of seeing them

as a necessary evil. Now I am convinced that there is not a single comrade among us –

even  among  the  so-called  politicians,  as  those  who  want  to  distinguish  artificially

between politicians and union men would express themselves – no one who does not

clearly  see  that  in  the  area  of  trade-union  organizing  the  greatest  part  of  our  job

remains to be done and that we must put all our energies into this task. All of us clearly

see that if trade-union fights were to be taken away from us or if such fights could not

be  continued,  then  the  political  struggle  would  also  suffer  greatly;  for  the  first

prerequisite  [to  taking  power]  is  educating  a  broad  mass  to  the  necessity  of  class

struggle, and fights around trade unions are the best means to that end. But in a certain

sense,  those who accuse us  of  being  only  halfway friendly  toward trade unions are

perhaps  correct,  particularly  when  by  “friendly”  they  mean  furthering  illusions  in

relation to  trade unions.  If  the  trade  unions  are  presented not  only  as  a  means of

winning workers to the class struggle,  of  enlightening them, and of improving their

current  situation;  if  it  were  thought  that  trade  unions  can  also  serve  directly  to

transform capitalist  property  into  socialist  property,  to  undermine  it  then not  only

might we not approve, but rather we must disown any support for such a conception.

[“Quite right!”] In its struggle, the working class has no greater enemy than its own

illusions. Fundamentally, those who support such a view of the role of the trade unions

are not at all friends of the trade unions, for they are necessarily working toward a later

disillusionment.

Notions along that line are even more false in relation to cooperatives. I will make

only a few observations here. It has become popular to put cooperatives on the same

level of importance as trade unions, or even to say that they are a form of political

struggle. No, cooperatives are of wholly different cloth. Even when we look only at their

positive  meaning,  their  significance  for  the  working  class,  one  thing  remains:

cooperatives are not class struggle. [“Quite right!”]

Secondly,  those who imagine that  the  cooperatives  already  contain the  seed  of  a

socialist  order forget an important factor in the contemporary situation: the reserve

army  [of  the  unemployed].  Even  if  we  suppose  that  cooperatives  gradually  put  all

capitalist enterprises out of business and replace them, we certainly cannot entertain

the fantastic notion that, given the current market relationships, the demand for goods

could  be  filled  without  a  general  plan  to  determine  production  relationships.  The

question of the unemployed would remain open, as before.

And one more thing. I don’t know which cooperatives people think of as an ideal, as

an abstract scheme. I only know that the English cooperatives, which have been trotted

out as models for the cooperative movement, do not at all realize socialist ideals in their

process of production. [Shouts: “Our models are the Belgian ones!”] At the [English]
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trade-union  congress,  a  tailors’  union  demanded  that  the  union’s  parliamentary

committee should cooperate with the Corporations to force its members to abide by the

wages  and  working  conditions  which  had  been  determined  by  the  parliamentary

committee: so capitalist exploitation has not been done away with at all.

The Bernstein faction’s theory about the general socialization of capitalist society

is connected with this economic conception. After David’s speech, it would indeed be

superfluous to refute extensively every expression of this idea. For, among other things,

he even gave the example of tariff unions as a partial socialization of capitalism. Those

comrades obviously conceive of  socialism in the following way: all  practical  policies

would remain just as they are now, with the possible exception of greater attention to

cooperatives,  and then everything is quite simple: just  stick the label  “socialism” on

them, and there you are! They only forget that, as Engels once said, if you classify a

clothes  brush  as  a  mammal,  it  won’t  grow breasts  for  quite  a  while.  [Amusement.

Shout: “But that is quite true!”]

One more observation, on the so-called breakdown theory. Of course, if we called

everything we are already doing socialism, it would be completely superfluous to drag

in a breakdown. But those comrades who believe such a crazy notion [Fendrich calls:

“More respect.” The President rings for order] excuse me, I didn’t mean to offend, I

meant  “mistaken”.  Those  comrades  who  hold  such  a  mistaken  notion  of  socialism

conceive  of  the  theory  of  evolution  in  a  way  that,  with  a  small  correction  in  the

dialectical conception of history, history is once again a smooth and straight path. They

just snip the concept  of  a  breakdown, of  a social  catastrophe,  out of  the  pattern of

evolution as Marx and Engels conceive it, and get a nice comfy notion of evolution: just

what an [Academic Socialist like] Herr Brentano would want. If we want to learn from

history,  we see  that  all  previous  class struggles have gone as follows:  through legal

reforms and small steps forward, the rising class grew stronger within the limits of the

old society, until it was strong enough to cast off its old shackles by means of a social

and political catastrophe. It had to be done that way, in spite of the fact that the rising

class could develop its economic power to its highest point within the womb of the old

ruling class.  For us that upheaval  will  be ten times more necessary. Comrades who

think  they  can  lead  society  into  socialism peacefully,  without  a  cataclysm,  have  no

historical basis in fact. By revolution we do not have to mean pitchforks and bloodshed.

A revolution can also take place on a cultural level, and if ever there were any prospect

of that, it would be in the proletarian revolution, since we are the last to take up violent

means, the last to wish a brutal, violent revolution on ourselves. But such matters do

not depend on us, they depend on our opponents. [“Quite right!”] We must put aside

the question of the form through which we will take power; that is a question about

conditions which we cannot predict. We are interested in the essence of the process,
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and that is that we are striving for a complete transformation of the ruling capitalist

economic order, which can be attained only through seizing state power and never on

the path of social reform within the confines of existing society. Those who give in to

such a hope take a stand which is based either on ignorance of the past, or on optimism

about the future.

Now, another, more practical  question. Bebel polemicized brilliantly for six hours

against Bernstein. I ask: would that have happened if we could suppose that Bernstein

was the only one among us who believed these theories, if the differences of opinion

stemmed from the realm of abstract theory? We are a practical, fighting political party,

and if nothing else had happened except a theoretical deviation from the usual party

line on the part of one man, however important and worthy, then such a speech by

Bebel would never have been made. But we have in our Party a number of comrades,

who take the same position, and the differences of opinion do not relate only to theory,

to abstractions; they relate also to practice. It is a generally known fact that for over a

decade  we  have  had  within  our  ranks  a  fairly  strong  tendency  in  sympathy  with

Bernstein’s  notions,  who  want  to  present  our  current  practice  as  being  already

socialism, and thus – unconsciously, of course – to transform the socialism for which

we are fighting, the only socialism which is not an empty phrase or a figment of the

imagination,  into  a  mere  revolutionary  slogan.  Bebel  was  correct  in  saying

disparagingly that Bernstein’s notions are so confused, so full of implications, that they

cannot be grasped in a clear outline without his being able to say that he has been

misunderstood. Previously, Bernstein did not write that way. This lack of clarity, these

contradictions, should not be attached to him personally, but to the tendency, to the

content of his essays. If you follow Party history over the last ten years, and study the

transcripts  of  the  Party  congresses,  you  will  see  that  the  Bernstein  tendency  has

gradually gotten stronger, but has not yet completely matured. I hope it never will. In

its current stage, it is impossible for it to be clear about itself; it cannot find the right

language to express itself. That is how Bernstein’s lack of clarity must be understood.

To see how this Bernsteinian tendency would lead to making a pile of nonsense out of

our socialism, let me take a small example from the last few days. At a Munich meeting

which was to take a position about this Congress, a speaker who was talking about the

Schippel case said the following: “Schippel was speaking about the militia, whereas our

program talks about a people’s army” – a distinction which completely escapes me, but

let that be. Then he said: “In defense of Schippel one can say that this passage of our

program actually says that for the present we must work for a reduction in the time of

military service!” I don’t want to anticipate the debate about the militia which will come

in the next few days, but rather give the example as typical of the method. Our minimal

program has a very specific meaning. We know that socialism cannot be introduced all

at once, as if it were shot from a pistol, but only if we force small reforms from the
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existing order by leading a sharp class struggle on an economic and political basis in

order to increase  our economic and political  strength,  to take power,  and finally  to

wring the neck of today’s society. To that end our minimal demands are tailored to the

present. We will take everything they give us, but we must demand the entire political

program.  [“Quite  right!”]  But  instead  of  point  three,  which  explicitly  contains  a

demand for the militia, the comrade in Munich put forth a demand for the reduction in

the length of military service as the party’s practical demand. If we were, in this fashion,

to  make  a  small  fraction  of  our  minimal  program  into  the  real  practical  minimal

program, then what we now see as our minimal program would become out ultimate

goal, and true ultimate goal would be entirely cut off from reality and would indeed

become merely “revolutionary sloganeering”. [Lively applause]
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Rosa Luxemburg

From: Cahiers de la Quinzaine, no.11;

Translated: for marxists.org by Mitch Abidor.

The socialist principle of class struggle demands the action of

the proletariat wherever its interests as a class are in question.

This is  the  case for  all  conflicts  that divide the bourgeoisie.

Every shift in the relation of social forces in bourgeois society,

any change in the political relations of the country, influences,

in the first place, the situation of the working class. We can’t

act as indifferent witnesses to what goes on in the interior of

the bourgeoisie, unless socialism could be realized outside of

bourgeois society, for example through the foundation in each

country of a separate colony. But since we haven’t thought of emigrating, as it were,

from  bourgeois  to  socialist  society,  but  on  the  contrary  of  overthrowing  bourgeois

society by means created within that same society, the proletariat must make an effort,

in its forward march to victory, to influence all social events in a favorable direction. It

must attempt to become a power that weighs ever heavier  in the balance in all  the

political  events of bourgeois society.  The principle of class struggle not only doesn’t

prohibit, but on the contrary it imposes the active intervention of the proletariat in all

the  political  and  social  conflicts  of  any  importance  that  take  place  inside  the

bourgeoisie.

As concerns the Dreyfus Affair in particular, the intervention of the proletariat in the

case  need  not  be  justified  either  from on  general  point  of  view,  on  the  subject  of

bourgeois conflicts, nor from the point of view of humanity. For in the Dreyfus case four

social factors make themselves felt which give it the stamp of a question directly related

to the class struggle. They are: militarism, chauvinism-nationalism, anti-Semitism, and

clericalism. In our written and spoken agitation we always combat these direct enemies

of the socialist proletariat by virtue of our general tendencies. It would thus be totally
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incomprehensible to not enter into a struggle with these enemies exactly when it is a

question of  unmasking them,  not  as  abstract  clichés,  but  through the use  of  living

current events.

The very participation of socialists in the movement provoked by the Dreyfus Affair

cannot be put in doubt from the point of view of the class struggle. It can only be a

question of  the  how  of  this  participation.  From this  point  of  view,  the  role  of  the

socialist  working  class  distinguishes  itself  in  its  very  essence  from  the  role  of  the

“revisionist”[1]  bourgeois  elements.  While  for  the  latter  it  was  only  a  matter  of  the

correcting of  a legal  murder,  the case presented socialists with the rare occasion to

make  evident  the  disintegration  of  bourgeois  society.  While  bourgeois  elements,  in

acting upon military headquarters, wanted to cure militarism of its abscess in order to

enable it to live, socialists on the contrary were forced to combat the very militaristic

system in its decadence and oppose to it the demand for militias and the arming of the

people.

The attitude of the socialist party can thus be so fundamentally differentiated from

that of bourgeois Dreyfusards  that we don’t  have any need to speak of any kind of

support for the world of bourgeois “revisionism” on the part of the socialists, since the

latter have found this an occasion to carry on a totally independent struggle, that is to

say, a clearly characterized class struggle which differentiates it from other factions of

the movement.

To what extent this movement did, in fact, have this character is another question. It

seems to us that from time to time the point of view of abstract justice and the defense

of the person of Dreyfus were put too far in the forefront by our comrades, and that we

somewhat  neglected  agitation  in  favor  of  the  system  of  militias.  As  a  result,  the

proletariat acquired less class-consciousness that it could have. But criticism is easy, art

is difficult. And in any case, the French comrades will have many occasions to use, for

the benefit  of  the class struggle,  the  teachings of  the Dreyfus affair,  once all  of  the

socialists  in France will  have seized the full  import for  the proletariat  of  this  social

event.

Properly speaking, the political importance of the Dreyfus Affair consists, for us, in

that the affair gave the possibility of making a great movement, one which shook the

entire country, the object of the class struggle; and in this way we spread, in a short

amount of time, more socialist consciousness than we could have developed over many

years by means of abstract propaganda for our principles.

It  is  for  this  reason  that  the  movement  swept  up  in  its  irresistible  current  the

socialists of several organizations. And if the Dreyfusard  movement has provoked a

Rosa Luxemburg: The Dreyfus Affair and the Millerand Case (1899) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1899/11/dreyfus-affair.htm

2 of 5 9/20/2018, 9:12 PM



strong revulsion in socialist ranks this comes, according to us, from the real, though

instinctive, feeling that no great spontaneous movement of the French proletariat stops

at  the  limits  of  the  different  organizations,  but  risks  sweeping  them away.  But  it’s

precisely because of this that the gathering of the scattered forces of French socialism

has appeared as the necessary condition for any large and energetic action. Personally,

in this great gathering of the different socialist organizations in the free play of the daily

political  struggle,  we  don’t  fear  the  least  danger  for  the  doctrine  of  Marx  and  the

principles  of  democratic  socialism,  in  as  much  as  they  have  already  taken  root  in

France. There is no better school for socialist democracy than the great and living class

struggle freed from abstract clichés. The materialist conception of history doesn’t allow

us to believe in the development of a living popular movement begotten of abstract

formulas; on the contrary, it’s on the material base of a great and strong class struggle,

embracing all of the proletariat, that a clear conception of theory and principles will be

erected.

The  answer  to  the  second  question,  that  is,  the  participation  of  socialists  in  a

bourgeois  government,  depends  on  the  way  in  which  we  understand  participation:

either as a normal form of socialist struggle, much like the participation in legislative

assemblies, or as an exceptional measure in an exceptional moment in the life of the

state. It would seem to us that Citizen Jaurès, in his article Organisons-nous (Petite

République  of  July 17) took this  latter  point of view. He there poses the question

clearly  and distinctly  “In  time of  crisis,  and for  a  specified  amount  of  time,  can  a

socialist  respond  to  the  call  of  bourgeois  parties  and join  with  them  for  an  act  of

government?”  He  later  says,  referring  to  an  article  of  ours  that  appeared  in  the

Leipziger  Volkzeitung  (July  6)  an  article  in  which  we  to  do  not  recognize  as

admissible the entry of a socialist into a government except in absolutely exceptional

cases — which we don’t believe presents itself  at this moment in France;  “This is a

question of  fact  “  (and not of  principle).  If  we pose the question in this  way,  if  we

envisage only a set task, it would then be pure dogmatism to categorically say no to the

needs of the moment and the complications of the situation.

In the case of Millerand, the question comes down to whether the given situation in

France made  the  entry  of  a  socialist  into  a  ministry  truly  necessary.  Only  concrete

conditions,  which  the  French  comrades  alone  can  judge,  can  be  taken  into

consideration here. But to the extent that it is permissible for an outsider to have an

opinion, it seems to us that the lack of one of the preliminary condition, that is to say, a

strong and unified party that alone can mandate such a dangerous experiment, makes

this experiment appear to be unacceptable. But in a later article Jaurès seems to pose

the question a little differently. In the article ‘Méthode socialiste” (Petit République,

August 3) he seems to put the activities of socialists in a bourgeois government on the
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same plain as their activity in parliament, municipal councils, etc. “What is true,” he

says, “is that socialism today is strong enough to appropriate all powers, without

being absorbed by bourgeois society.”

With this we would accept the principle of penetration of the government as one of

the numerous means of socialist action, but this isn’t in harmony with the essential

character of socialism. According to us, the point of view that should serve as our guide

was developed by us in the above cited July 6 article. We must limit ourselves here to

only the essential.

The sole method with the aid of which we can attain the realization of socialism is the

class struggle. We can and we must penetrate all the institutions of bourgeois society,

and put to use all the events that occur there and that permit us to carry on the class

struggle. It’s from this point of view that the participation by Socialists was imposed as

a  measure  of  preservation.  But  it’s  precisely  from  this  same  point  of  view  that

participation  in  bourgeois  power  seems  counter-indicated,  for  the  very  nature  of

bourgeois government excludes the possibility of socialist class struggle. It’s not that we

fear for socialists the dangers and the difficulties of ministerial activity; we must not

back away from any danger or difficulty attached to the post in which we are placed by

the interests of the proletariat. But a ministry is not, in general, a field of action for a

party of the struggle of the proletarian classes. The character of a bourgeois government

isn’t determined by the personal character of its members, but by its organic function in

bourgeois society. The government of the modern state is essentially an organization of

class domination, the regular functioning of which is one of the conditions of existence

of  the  class  state.  With  the  entry  of  a  socialist  into  the  government,  and  class

domination continuing to exist, the bourgeois government doesn’t transform itself into

a socialist government, but a socialist transforms himself into a bourgeois minister. The

social reforms that a minister who is a friend of the workers can realize have nothing, in

themselves, of  socialist;  they are socialist  only insofar as they are obtained through

class struggle. But coming from a minister, social reforms can’t have the character of

the proletarian class, but solely the character of the bourgeois class, for the minister, by

the post he occupies, attaches himself to that class by all the functions of a bourgeois,

militarist  government.  While in  parliament,  or  on the municipal  council,  we obtain

useful reforms by combating the bourgeois government, while occupying a ministerial

post we arrive at the same reforms by supporting the bourgeois state. The entry of a

socialist into a bourgeois government is not, as it is thought, a partial conquest of the

bourgeois state by the socialists,  but a partial  conquest of  the socialist  party by the

bourgeois state.

1. “revisionism” here refers to those who called for the revision of the Dreyfus case, not the
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I

This is not the first time, and hopefully not the last, that critical voices concerning

particular points in our programme and tactics have been heard from the party’s rank

and file. In itself this cannot be welcomed enough. However, the most important thing

is  how the  criticism is  made,  and by  this  we  do  not  mean the  ‘tone’  which  it  has

unfortunately become fashionable to employ in the party in calling for a show of hands

on every occasion. Rather, we mean something far more important – the general basis

of the criticism, the specific Weltanschauung that is expressed in the criticism.

In fact Isegrim-Schippel’s [‘Isegrim’ was a pseudonym for Schippel] crusade against our demand for a

militia  and  in  favour  of  militarism  rests  upon  a  very  consistent  socio-political

Weltanschauung.

The most general standpoint upon which Schippel bases his defence of militarism is

his  belief  in the necessity of  this military system. Using all  possible arguments of  a

technical,  social  and  economic  nature,  he  demonstrates  the  absolute  necessity  of  a
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standing army. And from a certain point of view he is quite correct. A standing army

and militarism are indeed indispensable – but for whom? For the present-day ruling

classes  and  the  contemporary  governments.  Now what  can  one  conclude  from this

other than that, from the class standpoint of the present government and ruling classes,

doing away with the standing army and introducing the militia, i.e. arming the people,

must appear to be an impossibility, an absurdity? And if Schippel, for his part, likewise

regards the militia as an impossibility and an absurdity, then he is only revealing that

he himself shares the bourgeois point of view on the question of militarism, and that he

views it through the eyes of the capitalist government or the bourgeois classes. This is

also demonstrated clearly in each of his individual arguments. He claims that to equip

all  citizens  with  weapons,  which  is  a  basic  tenet  of  the  militia  system,  would  be

impossible because there is not enough money for this. ‘Culture suffers enough as it is,’

he says. He bases his argument simply on the present Prusso-German public economy;

he  cannot  imagine  a  different  economy,  for  example  one  which  makes  use  of

progressive taxation of the capitalist class in order to finance the militia system.

Schippel considers the military training of youth – another basic tenet of the militia

system – as undesirable because, he says, the non-commissioned officers as military

trainers would exert the most corruptive influence on youth. Here of course he bases

his argument on the present Prussian non-commissioned barracks-officer and simply

extrapolates him as an educator of youth into his imaginary militia system. Schippel’s

view  of  the  situation  is  a  vivid  reminder  of  Professor  Julius  Wolf,[1]  who  sees  an

important objection to the social order of socialism in that under its rule, according to

his calculations, the general rate of interest would rise ...

Schippel considers the militarism of the present day to be economically indispensable

because it ‘relieves’ the economic pressure on society. Kautsky makes every conceivable

effort  to  guess  how  the  Social  Democrat,  Schippel,  might  have  conceived  that  this

militarism  could  ‘release’  of  pressure.  Kautsky  then  accompanies  each  possible

explanation with an excellent refutation. It seems, however, that Schippel has not taken

up the matter as a Social Democrat, nor from the point of view of the working people at

all.  When  he  speaks  of  a  ‘release’  of  pressure,  it  is  obvious  that  he  is  thinking  of

capitalism. And in this he is of course correct: for capitalism, one of the most important

forms of investment is militarism; from capitalism’s point of view, militarism is indeed

a ‘release’ of pressure. That Schippel here speaks as a real advocate of the interests of

capitalism is revealed by the fact that he has found a qualified authority to support him

in this point.

‘I claim, gentlemen,’ someone said in the Reichstag session of January 12th, 1899,

‘that  it  is  quite  incorrect  to  say  that  the  Reich’s  debts  of  two million concern only
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unproductive expenditures, and that these are not offset by productive income of any

kind. I claim that there is no investment more productive than expenditures for the

army.’ To be sure, the minutes of that session report ‘Mirth on the Left’ ... The speaker

was Baron von Stumm. [A major German industrialist and armaments manufacturer.]

It is characteristic of all Schippel’s claims that not only are they intrinsically wrong,

but they are also based on the perspectives of bourgeois society. Thus, considered from

a Social-Democratic viewpoint, everything that Schippel says seems to be upside down:

the standing army is indispensable, militarism is economically beneficial, the militia is

impracticable, etc.

One is  struck by the similarity between Schippel’s  perspective  on the question of

militarism and  his  attitude  to  another  important  question  of  the  political  struggle,

namely customs policy.

Firstly, and most strikingly, we find in his treatment of both questions a refusal to

recognize their connection with positions on the issue of democracy and reaction. If we

are to believe Schippel’s lecture at the Stuttgart Party Conference, the claim that free

trade is identical with progress and that protective tariffs are identical with reaction is

wrong. Long and broad historical experience, he continues, proves that one may well be

simultaneously a freetrader, and a reactionary or, on the other hand, a supporter of

protective tariffs and an ardent friend of democracy. We are now informed, in almost

the same words, that: ‘There are militia enthusiasts who afflict our working life with

endless disruptions and interruptions, and who themselves seek to transplant the non-

commissioned officer’s mentality into our boys and young lads right down to the lowest

school grades – which is much worse than the present militarism. There are opponents

of  the  militia  who  are  mortal  enemies  of  each  and every  extension of  this  kind  of

military intrusion and requisition.’ [Die Neue Zeit (1898-9), 580-81]

The fact that in these, as in all questions, the bourgeois politicians do not adopt a

position based on principle, that they follow a policy of opportunism, leads the Social

Democrat,  Schippel,  to  conclude  that  he  too  has  the  same  right.  He  therefore

necessarily  fails  to appreciate  the inner reactionary  core of  protective tariffs  and of

militarism, and, conversely, the progressive significance of free trade and of the militia;

that is, he too fails to adopt a position based on principle towards the two questions.

In the  second place,  we  find in  his  position  on both issues  an  opposition  to  the

individual  evils  involved in the policy  of  protective  tariffs  and of militarism, with a

determined refusal to combat both phenomena as such in their entirety. In Schippel’s

lecture  in  Stuttgart  we  were  informed  of  the  necessity  of  combatting  excessive

individual  protective  tariffs,  but  at  the  same time we were  warned not  to  ‘commit’
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ourselves, not to ‘tie our hands’, which meant not to oppose the protective tariff always

and everywhere. Now we are informed that,  although Schippel would not reject ‘the

struggle,  carried  on  in  parliament  and  through  agitation,  against  concrete  military

demands’ [  Sozialistische Monatshefte,  November  1898,  p.495.],  he warns against ‘taking purely external

chance occurrences and very incidental, but admittedly also very conspicuous reactions

(of  militarism)  in  the  remaining  social  spheres  to  be  the  essence  and  the  core  of

militarism’. [Die Neue Zeit (1 no.19)]

Thirdly and finally, the foundation of the two viewpoints mentioned above is in both

cases  the  evaluation  of  the  phenomena  exclusively  from  the  point  of  view  of  the

previous  bourgeois  development,  that  is,  from  their  historically  conditioned

progressive  aspect,  while  disregarding  completely  further  imminent  developments

which reveal their reactionary aspect. For Schippel the protective tariff remains what it

was at the time of the late Friedrich List, more than half a century ago: a great advance

beyond the medieval-feudal economic fragmentation of Germany. That today universal

free  trade  already  represents  the  same  necessary  progression  beyond  the  national

economic structure to a unified global economy, thus making today’s  national tariff

barriers reactionary – this fact, as far as Schippel is concerned, does not exist.

The same is true of the question of militarism. He still approaches it from the point of

view that it is the same great step forward as was the standing army based on universal

and compulsory conscription vis-à-vis the former enlisted army and feudal army. But

here the development stops as far as Schippel is concerned; history does not progress

beyond the standing army, except for a further extension of universal conscription.

What then is the significance of these characteristic positions which Schippel adopts

on both the tariff and military questions? They signify, firstly, an ad hoc policy rather

than one based on principle. Secondly, and connected with this, they attack merely the

abuses of the tariff and military systems rather than the system itself. But what is this

policy  other  than  our  well-known  acquaintance  from  recent  party  history  –

opportunism?

Again  ‘practical  politics’  celebrate  their  triumph  in  Isegrim-Schippel’s  open

renunciation of  the  militia  postulate,  one  of  the  basic  points  in  our  whole  political

programme.  From  the  party’s  point  of  view,  the  real  significance  of  Schippel’s

appearance lies herein. This most recent Social-Democratic proclamation in favour of

militarism can be judged and evaluated correctly only in connection with this whole

current  and  from  the  view-point  of  the  general  foundations  and  consequences  of

opportunism.
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II

The  most  fundamental  characteristic  of  opportunistic  policy  is  that  it  always  and

consistently  leads  to  the  sacrifice  of  the  movement’s  ultimate  goal,  namely  the

liberation of the working class, to its most immediate, indeed imaginary interests. That

this is the case with Schippel’s policy can be demonstrated clearly by one of his main

tenets  on  the  question  of  militarism.  The  most  important  economic  reason  which,

according to Schippel, compels us to retain the system of militarism is that this system

is a ‘release’ of economic pressure on society. Let us set aside the fact that this peculiar

claim ignores the simplest economic facts. On the contrary, let us assume for a moment,

in order to characterize this point of view, that this preposterous claim is true, that

militarism does in fact ‘release’ the pressure on society created by surplus productive

forces.

How can this phenomenon operate on behalf of the working class? Ostensibly in such

a way as to rid it of a part of its reserve army, i.e. those who force down wages, by

maintaining a standing army; in this way its working conditions improve. And what

does this mean? Only this: in order to reduce the supply in the labour market, in order

to restrict competition, the worker in the first place gives away a portion of his salary in

the form of indirect taxes in order to maintain his competitors as soldiers. Secondly, he

makes his competitor into an instrument with which the capitalist state can contain,

and if necessary suppress bloodily, any move he makes to improve his situation (strikes,

coalitions, etc.); and thus this instrument can thwart the very same improvement in the

worker’s situation for which, according to Schippel, militarism was necessary. Thirdly,

the worker makes this competitor into the most solid pillar of political reaction in the

State and thus of his own enslavement.

In other words, by accepting militarism, the worker prevents his wages from being

reduced by a  certain  amount,  but  in return is  largely  deprived of  the  possibility  of

fighting continuously for an increase in his wage and an improvement of his situation.

He gains as a seller of his labour, but at the same time loses his political freedom of

movement as a citizen, so that he must ultimately also lose as the seller of his labour.

He removes a competitor from the labour market only to see a defender of his wage

slavery arise in his place; he prevents his wages being lowered only to find that the

prospects  both  of  a  permanent  improvement  in  his  situation  and  of  his  ultimate

economic, political and social liberation are diminished. This is the actual meaning of

the ‘release’ of economic pressure on the working class achieved by militarism. Here, as

in  all  opportunistic  political  speculation,  we  see  the  great  aims  of  socialist  class

emancipation sacrificed to petty practical interests of the moment, interests moreover

which, when examined more closely, prove to be essentially illusory.
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The question arises, however, as to how Schippel arrives at his seemingly absurd idea

of  declaring  that,  even  from  the  standpoint  of  the  working  class,  militarism  is  a

‘release’.  Let  us  recall  how  the  same  question  appears  from  the  point  of  view  of

capitalism.  We  have  demonstrated  that  for  capitalism,  militarism creates  the  most

profitable and indispensable kind of investment. Now it is evident that the same monies

which the government acquires  through taxation serve to  maintain  militarism. Had

they  remained  in  the  people’s  hands,  however,  they  would  have  represented  an

increased demand for foodstuffs; or, had the State used these monies on a larger scale

for  cultural  purposes,  a  corresponding  demand  for  social  works  would  have  been

created.  It  is  also evident that  militarism is  by  no means a ‘release’  of  pressure  on

society as a whole. This question takes on a different aspect only from the view-point of

capitalist profit-making, from the entrepreneur’s point of view. For the capitalists, there

is indeed a difference as to whether a certain demand for products comes from isolated

private buyers or from the State. The State’s demand is distinguished by the fact that it

is certain, that it orders in enormous quantities, and that its pricing is favourable to the

supplier and usually monopolistic – all of which makes the State the most desirable

customer and makes supplying it the most alluring business for capitalism.

But what makes supplying the military in particular essentially more profitable than,

for example, State expenditures on cultural ends (schools, roads, etc.), is the incessant

technical  innovations  of  the military and the incessant  increase  in its  expenditures.

Militarism thus represents an inexhaustible, and indeed increasingly lucrative, source

of capitalist gain, and raises capital to a social power of the magnitude confronting the

worker in, for example, the enterprises of Krupp and Stumm. Militarism – which to

society  as  a  whole  represents  a  completely  absurd  economic  waste  of  enormous

productive forces – and which for the working class means a lowering of its standard of

living with the objective of enslaving it socially – is for the capitalist class economically

the most alluring, irreplaceable kind of investment and politically and socially the best

support for their class rule. Therefore, when Schippel abruptly declares militarism to be

a necessary ‘release’ of economic pressure, not only does he apparently confuse societys

interests with that of capitalism’s interests, thus – as we said at the outset – adoptng

the  bourgeois  point  of  view,  but  he  also  bases  his  argument  on  the  principle  of  a

harmony  of  interests  between  capital  and labour  by  assuming  that  every  economic

advantage to the entrepreneur is necessarily an advantage to the worker as well.

Schippel takes the same familiar perspective on the tariff question. Here, too, he has

come out in favour of the protective tariff in principle, since, as he claims, he desires to

protect the worker as producer against the ruinous competition of foreign industry. In

this  policy,  just  as  in  the  military  bill,  he  sees  the  worker’s  immediate  economic

interests and overlooks his other social interests which are connected with the general
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social progress towards free trade or towards the abolition of the standing army. And in

both cases, he assumes uncritically that the interest of capital is also the immediate

economic  interest  of  labour,  since  he  believes  that  all  that  is  advantageous  to  the

entrepreneur is also advantageous to the worker. To sacrifice the ultimate ends of the

movement to practical and momentary success, and to evaluate our practical interests

from the viewpoint of a harmony of interests between capital and labour – these two

principles  are  indeed  interconnected  harmoniously,  for  they  are  the  essence  of  all

opportunistic politics.

At first glance one might be surprised that an advocate of this policy finds it possible

to invoke the authors of the Social-Democratic programme and in all seriousness (since

his authority in the military question is Baron von Stumm) to consider Friedrich Engels

as his authority in the same question. Schippel presumes to share Engels’s insight into

the historical  necessity and the historical  development of  militarism. This,  however,

only proves once again that, just as before with badly digested Hegelian dialectics, now

the  badly  digested  Marxist  interpretation  of  history  leads  to  the  most  hopeless

confusion in one’s head. Once more it is demonstrated that both the dialectical method

in general and the materialist philosophy of history in particular, however revolutionary

they may be when understood correctly, produce dangerously reactionary consequences

the  moment  they  are  comprehended  wrongly.  If  one  reads  Schippel’s  quotes  from

Engels,  especially  those  from  Anti-Dühring,  concerning  the  development  of  the

military system to the point where it dissolves itself and becomes a people’s army, it is

at first glance unclear where the difference between Schippel’s and the party’s usual

interpretation of the question actually lies. We regard militarism in its very essence as a

natural and inevitable product of social development – so does Schippel. We believe

that  the  further  development  of  militarism  leads  to  the  people’s  army  –  so  does

Schippel.  Where  then  is  the  difference  which  can  lead  Schippel  to  his  reactionary

opposition to our demand for a militia? The answer is very simple: whereas we share

Engel’s view that the logic of the development of militarism into the militia must entail

the dissolution of militarism, Schippel believes that the people’s army of the future will

grow  of  its  own  accord,  ‘from  within’  the  present  military  system.  Whereas  we,

supported by the material conditions given us by the objective development (namely

the extension of universal conscription and the decrease in the length of service), aspire

to bring about the militia system by means of political struggle, Schippel relies on the

intrinsic development of militarism with its consequences, and brands as fantasy and

hot-house politics every conscious intervention aimed at effecting the militia.

What  he  arrives  at  in  this  way  is  not  Engels’s  interpretation  of  history,  but

Bernstein’s.  Just  as  for  Bernstein  the  capitalist  economy  ‘grows  into’  a  socialist

economy automatically, step by step and without a sudden transition, so for Schippel
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the people’s army automatically grows out of contemporary militarism. Both Bernstein

and Schippel – the former with regard to capitalism as a whole, the latter with regard to

militarism – fail to understand that objective developments merely provide us with the

pre-conditions  for  a  higher  developmental  stage;  that,  without  our  systematic

intervention,  without  the  political  struggle  of  the  working  class  for  the  socialist

revolution or for  the militia,  neither will  ever be realized.  However,  since the facile

notion of a ‘natural growth’ is merely a chimera, an opportunistic subterfuge to avoid

the resolute revolutionary struggle, the social and political changes attainable in this

manner shrink into a wretched bourgeois patchwork. Now in Bernstein’s theory of a

‘gradual socialization’,  all  that we understand by the concept of  socialism ultimately

disappears,  and  socialism  becomes  ‘social  control’,  that  is,  a  number  of  harmless

bourgeois  social  reforms;  in  the  same  way  Schippel’s  notion  of  the  ‘people’s  army’

transforms our goal of a free people in arms, itself deciding on war and peace, into a

system of universal conscription extending to all citizens fit for active service, modelled

on the  present  system of  the  standing army,  but  with a  shorter  term of  service.  If

applied to all the aims of our political struggle, Schippels concept leads directly to the

abandonment of the entire Social-Democratic programme.

Schippel’s support for militarism is a palpable illustration of the whole revisionist

current in our party and at the same time an important step in its development. Earlier

we learned from a Social-Democratic deputy in the Reichstag, Heine, that under certain

circumstances one might grant military requisitions to the capitalist government. But

this was intended merely as a concession to the higher purposes of democracy. At least

according to Heine,  cannons were to serve only as objects of  value to exchange for

popular rights.  Now Schippel declares that the cannons are necessary for their own

sake. If in both cases the result is the same, namely support for militarism, at least in

Heine’s  case  it  rests  upon  a  false  conception  of  the  Social-Democratic  method  of

struggle, while in Schippel’s case it originates in his altering the object of struggle. The

former proposes not Social-Democratic but bourgeois tactics,  but the latter brazenly

substitutes a bourgeois programme for the Social-Democratic programme.

Schippel’s  ‘scepticism’  concerning  the  militia  represents  the  logical  conclusion  of

‘practical politics’. They cannot become more reactionary, but can only extend into the

other  points  in  the  programme;  ‘practical  politics’  can  then  only  cast  aside  the

remaining Social-Democratic garments with whose tatters they have draped themselves

and stand revealed in their classical nakedness – as Pastor Naumann. [National  Social  Party  in

imperial Germany, advocate of ‘Christian Imperialism’]

III
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If  Social  Democracy  were  a  club  for  discussing  socio-political  questions,  it  could

consider the case of Schippel as closed after a theoretical argument with him. Since it is

a  party  of  political  struggle,  however,  it  does  not  consider  that  demonstrating  the

theoretical errors involved in Schippels point of view solves the problem, but rather

only raises it. Schippel’s publication on the militia is not only an expression of a certain

idea, it is also a political act. Thus the party must answer it not only by refuting its

views,  but  also  through  political  action.  And  this  action  must  correspond  to  the

significance of Schippel’s remarks.

During the course of the past year, the absolute validity of virtually all the postulates

which until  now have been considered as the cornerstones of Social  Democracy has

been  shaken  by  attacks  from  our  own  ranks.  Eduard  Bernstein  declared  that  the

ultimate  goal  of  the  proletarian movement  meant  nothing to  him.  Wolfgang  Heine

demonstrated  with  his  proposals  for  compensation  that  the  established  Social-

Democratic tactics in fact mean nothing to him. Now Schippel proves that he too is

superior to the political programme of the party. Virtually not a single principle of the

proletarian  struggle  has  been  spared  from  being  dissolved  into  nothing  by  a  few

deputies of the party, On the face of it, this is hardly a gratifying picture. However, one

must differentiate among these very significant proclamations as regards the party’s

interest.  Bernstein’s  critique  of  our  theoretical  assets  is  without  doubt  portentous.

Practical opportunism, however, is incomparably more dangerous to the movement. So

long as it is strong and healthy in its practical struggle, the movement can itself simply

shrug  off  any  scepticism  concerning  its  ultimate  goal.  However,  the  moment  the

immediate goal, that is, the struggle itself, is called into question, then the whole party

with its ultimate goal and movement – not only in the subjective interpretation of this

or that party philosopher, but also in objective reality – becomes nothing.

Schippel’s attack is directed at only one point in our political programme. But this

single point, in view of the fundamental significance of militarism to the present state,

means in fact a renunciation of Social Democracy’s whole political struggle.

In militarism, the power and rule of both the capitalist state and the bourgeois class

are  crystallized;  just  as  Social  Democracy  is  the  only  party  which opposes  them in

principle, so too, inversely, is the opposition in principle to militarism part of the nature

of Social Democracy. To abandon the struggle against the military system amounts in

fact to the same thing as renouncing the struggle against the present social order in

general. We stated at the conclusion of the previous section that it remained only for

opportunism to extend Schippel’s position on the military question to other points of

the  party  programme  in  order  to  abjure  Social  Democracy  completely.  We  were

thinking only of the subjective, conscious development of the supporters of this policy.

Objectively,  considered  in  terms  of  the  facts,  this  development  is  consummated  in
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Schippel’s statement.

One  more  aspect  of  the  recent  opportunist  pronouncements,  and  especially  of

Schippel’s contribution, is deserving of attention, at least in view of its symptomatic

value.  This is  the playful  ease,  the imperturbable calmness,  indeed even the serene

grace with which principles are undermined, principles which must have entered the

flesh and blood of every comrade who does not interpret the party’s good in a wholly

superficial manner, and which, when they are shaken in this way, should occasion at

least a serious crisis of conscience on the part of every sincere Social Democrat. Apart

from everything else, these are unmistakable signs that a nadir in the revolutionary

level has been reached, that the revolutionary instinct has been blunted - phenomena

which in  themselves  might  be  unintelligible  and inessential,  but  which are  without

doubt essential to a party such as Social Democracy, which is forced to rely at present

largely not on practical but on abstract successes, and which necessarily makes great

demands  on  its  members’  individual  intellectual  level.  Opportunism’s  bourgeois

manner of thinking is suitably complemented by its bourgeois manner of perception.

The implication of Schippel’s pronouncement, extending as it does in all directions,

necessitate a corresponding counter-pronouncement by the party. What can and must

this counter-action be? Firstly, a clear and unambiguous stand on this question by the

entire party press, and a similar discussion of the matter at party congresses. If the

party as a whole is not in agreement with Schippel’s point of view (according to which

public meetings are merely occasions when one throws the bones of ‘slogans’ into the

starving  crowd  so  that  at  the  right  time  it  will  elect  its  political  ‘superiors’  to  the

Reichstag),  then  it  also  cannot  regard  the  discussion  of  the  most  important  party

political principles as a ‘preserve of the nobility’, meant only for the selected few and

not for the great mass of comrades. On the contrary, only when the discussion is carried

into the broadest groups of the party can the possible spreading of Schippel’s views be

successfully prevented.

Secondly, and even more important, the Social-Democratic Reichstag fraction must

state its opinion. It above all is qualified to give the definitive word on the Schippel

affair because, on the one hand, Schippel is a deputy of the Reichstag and a member of

the fraction, and on the other, the question with which he deals is one of the major

objects of its parliamentary struggle. We do not know whether or not the fraction has

done anything in the matter. Since soon after the publication of Isegrim’s article it was

an open secret as to whose name the pseudonym concealed, the parliamentary party

has  in  all  probability  not  looked  on  idly  while  one  of  their  members  has  made  a

mockery of their own activity.

And,  if  they had not done so before,  they could have made up for lost time after
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Kautsky had stripped Schippel of his wolf’s clothing. Regardless of whether or not the

Reichstag fraction has taken a stand on Schippel’s case, the result is roughly the same

so long as it has not informed the whole party of its stand. Forced to operate on the

parquet floor of a bourgeois parliamentarism which is alien to its real nature, Social

Democracy has apparently unwillingly and unconsciously adopted many of the customs

of  parliamentarism  which  cannot  properly  be  made  to  agree  with  its  democratic

character. Among these, in our opinion, are included, for example, the parliamentary

party’s behaving as a unanimous corporate body not only towards the bourgeois parties

(which is entirely necessary), but also towards its own party – which can lead to an

unhealthy situation. The parliamentary representatives of the bourgeois parties, whose

parliamentary  struggle  is  fought  out  largely  in  the insipid form of  wire-pulling and

bartering,  have every reason to avoid the light of  publicity.  By contrast,  the Social-

Democratic parliamentary fraction neither needs nor has reason to consider the results

of  its  deliberations  as  an  internal  matter  the  moment  party  principles  or  more

important  tactical  questions  are  involved.  To  settle  such  questions  only  in  secret

meetings of the parliamentary party would be sufficient if we, like the bourgeois parties,

were concerned solely with ultimately achieving a certain unanimous show of hands by

the  parliamentary  party  in  the  Reichstag.  For  Social  Democracy,  however,  the

parliamentary struggle of its Reichstag fraction is far more important from the point of

view of agitation than practical activity; it is a question not of a formal majority decision

by the parliamentary party, but of the discussion itself, of clarifying the situation. For

the party it is at least as important to know what its representatives’ opinions on the

parliamentary questions are as to know how they vote en bloc in the Reichstag. In a

party which is democratic through and through, the relationship between voter and

deputy may under no circumstances be considered as fulfilled by the act of voting and

by the more outwardly formal and summary reports given at party conventions. Rather

the parliamentary party must maintain as lively and continuous a contact as possible

with the party masses, and this in particular will become the simple imperative of self-

preservation, in view of the opportunistic currents which have recently come to light

precisely among our party parliamentarians. A public stand on Schippel’s statements by

the parliamentary party was and is necessary because the party masses, however much

they  might  wish  to,  simply  do not  have  the  physical  possibility  of  expressing  their

opinion as a whole on this question. The parliamentary faction is an appointed political

representative of the whole party and should have helped the party indirectly, by taking

the lead, to articulate its necessary position.

Thirdly  and  finally,  the  party  as  such  must  give  direct  expression  to  its  views

concerning the case of Schippel, and this it must do in the sole form at its disposal – at

the next party congress.
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In the discussion in Stuttgart concerning Bernstein’s  articles,  it  was said that the

party  conference  could  not  vote  on  theoretical  questions.  But  now,  in  the  case  of

Schippel, we have a purely practical question. It was said that Heine’s compensation

proposals were only inopportune castles in the air which the party need not take into

consideration.  Now  in  Schippel’s  case  we  have  castles  on  the  ground.  Indeed,  in

Schippel’s stand on the militia question, the policy of opportunism, as already stated, is

taken to its logical conclusion, and has become ripe for decision. It seems to us that the

party  must  undertake the urgent  task of  drawing the correct  conclusions  from this

development and must take a clear and unambiguous stand on it.

It has every reason for doing this. It is a question of a Reichstag deputy, a political

representative of the party, who is, by virtue of his office, supposed to serve the party as

a sword in its struggles and whose action should act as a dam against attacks by the

bourgeois State.  If,  however,  the dam can at any moment become transformed into

papier mache and if the sword breaks in battle as though it were made of cardboard,

may not the party for its part say to this policy:

Away with the pap,

I have no need of it!

No swords  will  I  forge with

paste!

[1] A leading social scientist of the time, and Luxemburg’s teacher at the University of Zurich,
Wolf always symbolized for her the most arid aspects of bourgeois academicism.
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

At first view the title of this work may be found surprising. Can the Social-Democracy

be against reforms? Can we contrapose the social revolution, the transformation of the

existing order, our final goal, to social reforms? Certainly not. The daily struggle for

reforms, for the amelioration of the condition of the workers within the framework of

the  existing  social  order,  and  for  democratic  institutions,  offers  to  the  Social-

Democracy  an  indissoluble  tie.  The  struggle  for  reforms  is  its  means;  the  social

revolution, its aim.

It  is  in  Eduard  Bernstein’s  theory,  presented  in  his  articles  on  Problems  of

Socialism,  Neue  Zeit  of  1897-98,  and  in  his  book  Die  Voraussetzungen  des

Socialismus und die Aufgaben der Sozialdemokratie[1] that we find, for the first

time, the opposition of the two factors of the labour movement. His theory tends to

counsel us to renounce the social transformation, the final goal of Social-Democracy

and,  inversely,  to  make  of  social  reforms,  the  means  of  the  class  struggle,  its  aim.

Bernstein  himself  has  very  clearly  and  characteristically  formulated  this  viewpoint

when he wrote:  “The Final  goal,  no matter  what it  is,  is  nothing;  the  movement is

everything.”

But since the final goal of socialism constitutes the only decisive factor distinguishing

the  Social-Democratic  movement  from  bourgeois  democracy  and  from  bourgeois

radicalism, the only factor transforming the entire labour movement from a vain effort

to repair the capitalist order into a class struggle against this order, for the suppression

of this order – the question: “Reform or Revolution?” as it is posed by Bernstein, equals

for the Social-Democracy the question: “To be or not to be?” In the controversy with

Bernstein and his followers, everybody in the Party ought to understand clearly it is not

a question of this or that method of struggle, or the use of this or that set of tactics, but

of the very existence of the Social-Democratic movement.

Upon  a  casual  consideration  of  Bernstein’s  theory,  this  may  appear  like  an

exaggeration.  Does  he not  continually  mention the Social-Democracy  and its  aims?
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Does he not repeat again and again, in very explicit language, that he too strives toward

the final goal of socialism, but in another way? Does he not stress particularly that he

fully approves of the present practice of the Social-Democracy?

That is all true, to be sure. It is also true that every new movement, when it first

elaborates its theory and policy, begins by finding support in the preceding movement,

though it may be in direct contradiction with the latter. It begins by suiting itself to the

forms found at hand and by speaking the language spoken hereto. In time the new grain

breaks through the old husk. The new movement finds its forms and its own language.

To expect an opposition against scientific socialism at its very beginning, to express

itself  clearly,  fully  and to the last  consequence on the subject of its  real  content: to

expect  it  to  deny openly  and bluntly  the  theoretic  basis  of  the  Social-Democracy  –

would amount to underrating the power of scientific socialism. Today he who wants to

pass as a socialist, and at the same time declare war on Marxian doctrine, the most

stupendous product of the human mind in the century, must begin with involuntary

esteem for Marx. He must begin by acknowledging himself to be his disciple, by seeking

in Marx’s  own teachings the points of  support for  an attack on the latter,  while he

represents this attack as a further development of Marxian doctrine. On this account,

we must, unconcerned by its outer forms, pick out the sheathed kernel of Bernstein’s

theory.  This  is  a  matter  of  urgent  necessity  for  the  broad  layers  of  the  industrial

proletariat in our Party.

No coarser insult, no baser aspersion, can be thrown against the workers than the

remarks: “Theocratic controversies are only for academicians.” Some time ago Lassalle

said: “Only when science and the workers, these opposite poles of society, become one,

will they crush in their arms of steel all obstacles to culture.” The entire strength of the

modern labour movement rests on theoretic knowledge.

But doubly important is this knowledge for the workers in the present case, because it

is precisely they and their influence in the movement that are in the balance here. It is

their skin that is being brought to market.  The opportunist theory in the Party,  the

theory formulated by Bernstein, is nothing else than an unconscious attempt to assure

predominance to the petty-bourgeois elements that have entered our Party, to change

the policy and aims of our Party in their direction. The question of reform or revolution,

of the final goal and the movement, is basically, in another form, but the question of the

petty-bourgeois or proletarian character of the labour movement.

It  is,  therefore,  in  the  interest  of  the  proletarian  mass  of  the  Party  to  become

acquainted, actively and in detail, with the present theoretic knowledge remains the

privilege of a handful of “academicians” in the Party, the latter will face the danger of
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going  astray.  Only  when the  great  mass  of  workers  take  the  keen  and dependable

weapons  of  scientific  socialism  in  their  own  hands,  will  all  the  petty-bourgeois

inclinations, all the opportunistic currents, come to naught. The movement will then

find itself on sure and firm ground. “Quantity will do it”

Rosa Luxemburg

[1] The Pre-Conditions of Socialism and the Tasks for Social Democracy  [English
translation: Evolutionary Socialism]

Next:Chap.1: The Opportunist Method

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 28.11.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: Reform or Revolution (Introduction) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1900/reform-revolution/intr...

3 of 3 9/20/2018, 9:13 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part One

Chapter I

If it is true that theories are only the images of the phenomena of the exterior world in

the human consciousness, it  must be added, concerning Eduard Bernstein’s  system,

that theories are sometimes inverted images. Think of a theory of instituting socialism

by  means  of  social  reforms  in  the  face  of  the  complete  stagnation  of  the  reform

movement in Germany. Think of a theory of trade union control. Consider the theory of

winning a majority in Parliament, after the revision of the constitution of Saxony and in

view of the most recent attempts against universal suffrage. However, the pivotal point

of Bernstein’s system is not located in his conception of the practical tasks of the Social-

Democracy.  It  is  found in  his  stand on the  course  of  the  objective  development  of

capitalist society, which, in turn is closely bound to his conception of the practical tasks

of the Social-Democracy.

According  to  Bernstein,  a  general  decline  of  capitalism  seems  to  be  increasingly

improbable  because,  on  the  one  hand,  capitalism  shows  a  greater  capacity  of

adaptation,  and,  on the  other  hand,  capitalist  production  becomes  more  and  more

varied.

The capacity of capitalism to adapt itself, says Bernstein, is manifested first in the

disappearance of general crises, resulting from the development of the credit system,

employers’ organisations, wider means of communication and informational services. It

shows  itself  secondly,  in  the  tenacity  of  the  middle  classes,  which  hails  from  the

growing differentiation of the branches of production and the elevation of vast layers of

the  proletariat  to  the  level  of  the  middle  class.  It  is  furthermore  proved,  argues

Bernstein, by the amelioration of the economic and political situation of the proletariat

as a result of its trade union activity.
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From  this  theoretic  stand  is  derived  the  following  general  conclusion  about  the

practical  work of  the  Social-Democracy.  The latter  must  not  direct its  daily  activity

toward the conquest of political power, but toward the betterment of the condition of

the working class, within the existing order. It must not expect to institute socialism as

a result  of  a  political  and social  crisis,  but  should build  socialism by means of  the

progressive extension of social control and the gradual application of the principle of

co-operation.

Bernstein himself sees nothing new in his theories. On the contrary, he believes them

to be in agreement with certain declarations of Marx and Engels. Nevertheless, it seems

to  us  that  it  is  difficult  to  deny  that  they  are  in  formal  contradiction  with  the

conceptions of scientific socialism.

If Bernstein’s revisionism merely consisted in affirming that the march of capitalist

development is  slower  than was thought  before,  he  would merely  be  presenting  an

argument for adjourning the conquest of power by the proletariat, on which everybody

agreed  up to  now.  Its  only  consequence  would be  a  slowing up of  the  pace  of  the

struggle.

But  that  is  not  the  case.  What  Bernstein  questions  is  not  the  rapidity  of  the

development  of  capitalist  society,  but  the  march  of  the  development  itself  and,

consequently, the very possibility of a change to socialism.

Socialist theory up to now declared that the point of departure for a transformation

to socialism would be a general and catastrophic crisis.  We must distinguish in this

outlook two things: the fundamental idea and its exterior form.

The fundamental idea consists of the affirmation that capitalism, as a result of its

own inner contradictions, moves toward a point when it will be unbalanced, when it

will simply become impossible. There were good reasons for conceiving that juncture in

the  form  of  a  catastrophic  general  commercial  crisis.  But  that  is  of  secondary

importance when the fundamental idea is considered.

The scientific basis of socialism rests, as is well known, on three principal results of

capitalist  development. First,  on the growing anarchy of  capitalist economy, leading

inevitably  to  its  ruin.  Second,  on  the  progressive  socialisation  of  the  process  of

production,  which  creates  the  germs  of  the  future  social  order.  And  third,  on  the

increased organisation and consciousness of the proletarian class, which constitutes the

active factor in the coming revolution.

Bernstein pulls away from the first of the three fundamental supports of scientific

socialism. He says  that  capitalist  development does not  lead to a  general  economic
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collapse.

He  does  not  merely  reject  a  certain  form  of  the  collapse.  He  rejects  the  very

possibility  of  collapse.  He  says  textually:  “One  could  claim  that  by  collapse  of  the

present society is meant something else than a general commercial crisis, worse than all

others, that is a complete collapse of the capitalist system brought about as a result of

its  own contradictions.”  And to  this  he  replies:  “With  the  growing  development  of

society a complete and almost general  collapse of  the present system of production

becomes more and more improbable, because capitalist development increases on the

one hand the capacity of adaptation and, on the other – that is at the same time, the

differentiation of industry.” (Neue Zeit, 1897-98, vol.18, pg.555)

But then the question arises: Why and how, in that case, can we attain the final goal?

According  to  scientific  socialism,  the  historic  necessity  of  the  socialist  revolution

manifests itself above all in the growing anarchy of capitalism, which drives the system

into an impasse. But if one admits with Bernstein that capitalist development does not

move in the direction of its own ruin, then socialism ceases to be objectively necessary.

There remain the other two mainstays of the scientific explanation of socialism, which

are also said to be consequences of capitalism itself: the socialisation of the process of

production and the growing consciousness of the proletariat.  It is these two matters

that Bernstein has in mind when he says: “The suppression of the theory of collapse

does  not  in  any  way  deprive  socialist  doctrine  of  the  power  of  persuasion.  For,

examined closely, what are all factors enumerated by us that make for the suppression

or the modification of the former crises? Nothing else, in fact, than the conditions, or

even  in  party  the  germs,  of  the  socialisation  of  production  and  exchange.”  (Ibid.,

pg.554)

Very little reflection is needed to understand that here too we face a false conclusion.

Where lies the importance of all the phenomena that are said by Bernstein to be the

means of capitalist adaptation – cartels, the credit system, the development of means of

communication, the amelioration of the situation of the working class, etc.? Obviously,

in  that  they  suppress  or,  at  least,  attenuate  the internal  contradictions  of  capitalist

economy, and stop the development or the aggravation of these contradictions. Thus

the suppression of crises can only mean the suppression of the antagonism between

production and exchange on the capitalist base. The amelioration of the situation of the

working class, or the penetration of certain fractions of the class into middle layers, can

only mean the attenuation of the antagonism between Capital and Labour. But if the

mention  factors  suppress  the  capitalist  contradictions  and  consequently  save  the

system  from  ruin,  if  they  enable  capitalism  to  maintain  itself  –  and  that  is  why

Bernstein calls them “means of adaptation” – how can cartels, the credit system, trade

unions,  etc.,  be  at  the  same time “the  conditions  and even,  in  part,  the  germs”  of
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socialism?  Obviously  only  in  the  sense  that  they  express  most  clearly  the  social

character of production.

But  by  presenting  it  in  its  capitalist  form,  the  same  factors  render  superfluous,

inversely, in the same measure, the transformation of this socialised production into

socialist production. That is why they can be the germs or conditions of a socialist order

only in a theoretic sense and not in an historic sense. They are phenomena which, in the

light of our conception of socialism, we know to be related to socialism but which, in

fact,  not  only  do  not  lead  to  a  socialist  revolution  but  render  it,  on  the  contrary,

superfluous.

There  remains  one  force  making  for  socialism  –  the  class  consciousness  of  the

proletariat. But it, too, is in the given case no the simple intellectual reflection of the

growing contradictions of capitalism and its approaching decline. It is now no more

than an ideal whose force of persuasion rests only on the perfection attributed to it.

We have here, in brief, the explanation of the socialist programme by means of “pure

reason.” We have here, to use simpler language, an idealist explanation of socialism.

The objective necessity of socialism, the explanation of socialism as the result of the

material development of society, falls to the ground.

Revisionist theory thus places itself in a dilemma. Either the socialist transformation

is,  as  was  admitted  up  to  now,  the  consequence  of  the  internal  contradictions  of

capitalism,  and with  the  growth  of  capitalism will  develop  its  inner  contradictions,

resulting  inevitably,  at  some  point,  in  its  collapse,  (in  that  case  the  “means  of

adaptation”  are  ineffective  and the  theory  of  collapse  is  correct);  or  the  “means  of

adaptation” will  really  stop the collapse of  the  capitalist  system and thereby enable

capitalism  to  maintain  itself  by  suppressing  its  own  contradictions.  In  that  case

socialism ceases to be an historic necessity. It then becomes anything you want to call

it, but it is no longer the result of the material development of society.

The dilemma leads to another. Either revisionism is correct in its position on the

course of capitalist development, and therefore the socialist transformation of society is

only a utopia, or socialism is not a utopia, and the theory of “means of adaptation” is

false. There is the question in a nutshell.

Next: Chap.2: The Adaptation of Capitalism

Reform or Revolution
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part One

Chapter II

According to Bernstein, the credit system, the perfected means of communication and

the new capitalist combines are the important factors that forward the adaptation of

capitalist economy.

Credit has diverse applications in capitalism. Its two most important functions are to

extend production and to facilitate exchange. When the inner tendency of  capitalist

production to extend boundlessly strikes against the restricted dimensions of private

property,  credit  appears  as  a  means  of  surmounting  these  limits  in  a  particular

capitalist manner. Credit, through shareholding, combines in one magnitude of capital

a large number of individual capitals. It makes available to each capitalist the use of

other  capitalists’  money  –  in  the form of  industrial  credit.  As  commercial  credit  it

accelerates  the  exchange  of  commodities  and  therefore  the  return  of  capital  into

production, and thus aids the entire cycle of the process of production. The manner in

which these two principle functions of credit influence the formation of crises is quite

obvious. If it is true that crises appear as a result of the contradiction existing between

the capacity of extension, the tendency of production to increase, and the restricted

consumption capacity  of  the  market,  credit  is  precisely,  in view of  what  was  stated

above, the specific means that makes this contradiction break out as often as possible.

To  begin  with,  it  increases  disproportionately  the  capacity  of  the  extension  of

production  and  thus  constitutes  an  inner  motive  force  that  is  constantly  pushing

production to exceed the limits of the market. But credit strikes from two sides. After

having (as a factor of the process of production) provoked overproduction, credit (as a

factor  of  exchange)  destroys,  during  the  crisis,  the  very  productive  forces  it  itself

created. At the first symptom of the crisis,  credit melts away. It abandons exchange

where  it  would  still  be  found indispensable,  and appearing  instead,  ineffective  and
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useless,  there  where  some  exchange  still  continues,  it  reduces  to  a  minimum  the

consumption capacity of the market.

Besides having these two principal results,  credit  also influences the formation of

crises in the following ways. It constitutes the technical means of making available to an

entrepreneur the capital of other owners. It stimulates at the same time the bold and

unscrupulous utilisation of the property of others. That is, it leads to speculation. Credit

not only aggravates the crisis in its capacity as a dissembled means of exchange, it also

helps to bring and extend the crisis by transforming all  exchange into an extremely

complex and artificial mechanism that, having a minimum of metallic money as a real

base, is easily disarranged at the slightest occasion.

We  see  that  credit,  instead  of  being  an  instrument  for  the  suppression  or  the

attenuation  of  crises,  is  on  the  contrary  a  particularly  mighty  instrument  for  the

formation of crises. It cannot be anything else. Credit eliminates the remaining rigidity

of capitalist relationships. It introduces everywhere the greatest elasticity possible. It

renders all capitalist forces extensible,  relative and mutually sensitive to the highest

degree. Doing this, it facilitates and aggravates crises, which are nothing more or less

than the periodic collisions of the contradictory forces of capitalist economy.

That leads us to another question. Why does credit generally have the appearance of

a “means of adaptation” of capitalism? No matter what the relation or form in which

this “adaptation” is represented by certain people, it can obviously consist only of the

power to suppress one of the several antagonistic relations of capitalist economy, that

is, of the power to suppress or weaken one of these contradictions, and allow liberty of

movement, at one point or another, to the other fettered productive forces. In fact, it is

precisely credit that aggravates these contradictions to the highest degree. It aggravates

the  antagonism  between  the  mode  of  production  and  the  mode  of  exchange  by

stretching production to the limit and at  the  same time paralysing exchange at  the

smallest pretext. It aggravates the antagonism between the mode of production and the

mode  of  appropriation  by  separating  production  from  ownership,  that  is,  by

transforming the capital employed in production into “social” capital and at the same

time transforming a part of the profit, in the form of interest on capital, into a simple

title of ownership. It aggravates the antagonism existing between the property relations

(ownership) and the relations of production by putting into a small number of hands

immense productive forces and expropriating large numbers of small capitalists. Lastly,

it  aggravates  the  antagonism  existing  between  social  character  of  production  and

private  capitalist  ownership by  rendering  necessary  the intervention of  the  State  in

production.

In short, credit reproduces all the fundamental antagonisms of the capitalist world. It
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accentuates  them.  It  precipitates  their  development  and  thus  pushes  the  capitalist

world forward to its own destruction. The prime act of capitalist adaptation, as far as

credit is concerned, should really consist in breaking and suppressing credit. In fact,

credit is far from being a means of capitalist adaptation. It is, on the contrary, a means

of  destruction  of  the  most  extreme  revolutionary  significance.  Has  not  this

revolutionary character of credit actually inspired plans of “socialist” reform? As such,

it has had some distinguished proponents, some of whom (Isaac Pereira in France),

were, as Marx put it, half prophets, half rogues.

Just  as  fragile  is  the  second  “means  of  adaptation”:  employers’  organisations.

According to Bernstein, such organisations will put an end to anarchy of production

and  do  away  with  crises  through  their  regulation  of  production.  The  multiple

repercussions of the development of cartels and trusts have not been considered too

carefully up to now. But they predict a problem that can only be solved with the aid of

Marxist theory.

One thing is certain. We could speak of a damming up of capitalist anarchy through

the agency of capitalist combines only in the measure that cartels, trusts, etc., become,

even  approximately,  the  dominant  form  of  production.  But  such  a  possibility  is

excluded by the very nature of cartles. The final economic aim and result of combines is

the following. Through the suppression of competition in a given branch of production,

the distribution of the mass of  profit realised on the market is influenced in such a

manner that there is an increase of the share going to this branch of industry. Such

organisation of the field can increase the rate of profit in one branch of industry at the

expense  of  another.  That  is  precisely  why  it  cannot  be  generalised,  for  when  it  is

extended  to  all  important  branches  of  industry,  this  tendency  suppresses  its  own

influence.

Furthermore, within the limits of their practical application the result of combines is

the very opposite of  suppression of industrial anarchy. Cartels ordinarily succeed in

obtaining an increase of profit, in the home market, by producing at a lower rate of

profit for the foreign market, thus utilising the supplementary portions of capital which

they cannot utilise for domestic needs. That is to say, they sell abroad cheaper than at

home. The result is the sharpening of competition abroad – the very opposite of what

certain people want to find. That is well demonstrated by the history of the world sugar

industry.

Generally speaking,  combines treated as a manifestation of  the capitalist  mode of

production, can only be considered a definite phase of capitalist development. Cartels

are  fundamentally  nothing else  than a  means resorted to  by  the capitalist  mode of

production for the purpose of holding back the fatal fall of the rate of profit in certain
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branches of production. What method do cartels employ for this end? That of keeping

inactive a part of the accumulated capital. That is, they use the same method which in

another form is employed in crises. The remedy and the illness resemble each other like

two drops of water. Indeed the first can be considered the lesser evil only up to a certain

point. When the outlets of disposal begin to shrink, and the world market has been

extended  to  its  limit  and  has  become  exhausted  through  the  competition  of  the

capitalist countries – and sooner or later that is bound to come – then the forced partial

idleness of capital will reach such dimensions that the remedy will become transformed

into a malady, and capital, already pretty much “socialised” through regulation, will

tend to  revert  again  to  the  form of  individual  capital.  In  the  face  of  the  increased

difficulties of finding markets, each individual portion of capital will prefer to take its

chances  alone.  At  that  time,  the  large  regulating  organisations  will  burst  like  soap

bubbles and give way to aggravated competition.

In a general way, cartels, just like credit, appear therefore as a determined phase of

capitalist  development,  which  in  the  last  analysis  aggravates  the  anarchy  of  the

capitalist world and expresses and ripens its internal contradictions. Cartels aggravate

the antagonism existing between the mode of production and exchange by sharpening

the struggle between the producer and consumer, as is the case especially in the United

States.  They  aggravate,  furthermore,  the  antagonism existing  between  the  mode  of

production and the mode of appropriation by opposing, in the most brutal fashion, to

the  working  class  the  superior  force  of  organised  capital,  and  thus  increasing  the

antagonism between Capital and Labour.

Finally,  capitalist  combinations  aggravate  the  contradiction  existing  between  the

international character of capitalist world economy and the national character of the

State – insofar as they are always accompanied by a general tariff war, which sharpens

the  differences  among  the  capitalist  States.  We  must  add  to  this  the  decidedly

revolutionary  influence  exercised  by  cartels  on  the  concentration  of  production,

technical progress, etc.

In  other  words,  when  evaluated  from the  angle  of  their  final  effect  on  capitalist

economy, cartels and trusts fail as “means of adaptation.” They fail to attenuate the

contradictions  of  capitalism.  On  the  contrary,  they  appear  to  be  an  instrument  of

greater anarchy. They encourage the further development of the internal contradictions

of capitalism. They accelerate the coming of a general decline of capitalism.

But  if  the  credit  system,  cartels,  and  the  rest  do  not  suppress  the  anarchy  of

capitalism, why have we not had a major commercial crisis for two decades, since 1873?

Is this not a sign that, contrary to Marx’s analysis the capitalist mode of production has

adapted  itself  –  at  least,  in  a  general  way  –  to  the  needs  of  society?  Hardly  had
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Bernstein rejected, in 1898, Marx’s  theory of  crises,  when a profound general  crisis

broke out in 1900, while seven years later, a new crisis beginning in the United States,

hit the world market. Facts proved the theory of “adaptation” to be false. They showed

at the same time that the people who abandoned Marx’s theory of crisis only because no

crisis occurred within a certain space of time merely confused the essence of this theory

with one of its secondary exterior aspects – the ten-year cycle. The description of the

cycle of modern capitalist industry as a ten-year period was to Marx and Engels,  in

1860 and 1870, only a simple statement of facts. It was not based on a natural law but

on  a  series  of  given  historic  circumstances  that  were  connected  with  the  rapidly

spreading activity of young capitalism.

The crisis of 1825 was in effect, the result of extensive investment of capital in the

construction of roads, canals, gas works, which took place during the preceding decade,

particularly in England, where the crisis broke out. The following crisis of 1836-1839

was  similarly  the  result  of  heavy  investments  in  the  construction  of  means  of

transportation. The crisis of 1847 was provoked by the feverish building of railroads in

England  (from  1844  to  1847,  in  three  years,  the  British  Parliament  gave  railway

concessions to the value of 15 billion dollars). In each of the three mentioned cases, a

crisis came after new bases for capitalist development were established. In 1857, the

same result was brought by the abrupt opening of new markets for European industry

in  America  and Australia,  after  the  discovery  of  the  gold  mines,  and the  extensive

construction of railway lines, especially in France, where the example of England was

then closely  imitated.  (From 1852 to  1856,  new railway  lines  to  the value of  1,250

million francs were built in France alone). And finally we have the great crisis of 1873 –

a direct consequence of the firm boom of large industry in Germany and Austria, which

followed the political events of 1866 and 1871.

So that up to now, the sudden extension of the domain of capitalist economy, and not

its shrinking, was each time the cause of the commercial crisis. That the international

crisis repeated themselves precisely every ten years was a purely exterior fact, a matter

of chance. The Marxist formula for crises as presented by Engels in Anti-Dühring and

by Marx in the first  and third volumes of  Capital,  applies to  all  crises only in the

measure that it uncovers their international mechanism and their general basic causes.

Crises may repeat themselves every five or ten years, or even every eight or twenty

years.  But  what  proves  best  the  falseness  of  Bernstein’s  theory  is  that  it  is  in  the

countries  having  the  greatest  development  of  the  famous  “means  of  adaptation”  –

credit, perfected communications and trusts – that the last crisis (1907-1908) was most

violent.

The belief that capitalist production could “adapt” itself to exchange presupposes one
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of two things: either the world market can spread unlimitedly, or on the contrary the

development  of  the  productive  forces  is  so  fettered  that  it  cannot  pass  beyond the

bounds of  the market.  The first  hypothesis  constitutes a material  impossibility.  The

second is  rendered  just  as  impossible  by  the  constant  technical  progress  that  daily

creates new productive forces in all branches.

There  remains  still  another  phenomenon  which,  says  Bernstein,  contradicts  the

course of capitalist development as it is indicated above. In the “steadfast phalanx” of

middle-size enterprises, Bernstein sees a sign that the development of large industry

does not move in a revolutionary direction, and is not as effective from the angle of the

concentration  of  industry  as  was  expected  by  the  “theory”  of  collapse.  He  is  here,

however,  the  victim  of  his  own  lack  of  understanding.  For  to  see  the  progressive

disappearance of large industry is to misunderstand sadly the nature of this process.

According to Marxist theory, small capitalists play in the general course of capitalist

development the role of pioneers of technical change. They possess that role in a double

sense.  They  initiate  new  methods  of  production  in  well-established  branches  of

industry; they are instrumental in the creation of new branches of production not yet

exploited by the big capitalist. It is false to imagine that the history of the middle-size

capitalist  establishments  proceeds  rectilinearly  in  the  direction  of  their  progressive

disappearance. The course of this development is on the contrary purely dialectical and

moves constantly among contradictions. The middle capitalist layers find themselves,

just  like  the  workers,  under  the  influence  of  two  antagonistic  tendencies,  one

ascendant, the other descendant. In this case, the descendent tendency is the continued

rise  of  the  scale  of  production,  which  overflows  periodically  the  dimensions  of  the

average size parcels of capital and removes them repeatedly from the terrain of world

competition.

The ascendant  tendency is,  first,  the  periodic  depreciation of  the  existing  capital,

which lowers again, for a certain time, the scale of production in proportion to the value

of  the  necessary  minimum  amount  of  capital.  It  is  represented,  besides,  by  the

penetration of capitalist production into new spheres. The struggle of the average size

enterprise against  big Capital  cannot  be considered a regularly proceeding battle in

which the troops of the weaker party continue to melt away directly and quantitatively.

It should be rather regarded as a periodic mowing down of the small enterprises, which

rapidly grow up again, only to be mowed down once more by large industry. The two

tendencies play ball with the middle capitalist layers. The descending tendency must

win in the end.

The very opposite is true about the development of the working class. The victory of

the descending tendency  must  not  necessarily  show itself  in  an absolute  numerical
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diminution of the middle-size enterprises. It must show itself, first in the progressive

increase  of  the  minimum  amount  of  capital  necessary  for  the  functioning  of  the

enterprises in the old branches of production; second in the constant diminution of the

interval of time during which the small capitalists conserve the opportunity to exploit

the new branches of production. The result as far as the small capitalist is concerned, is

a progressively shorter duration of  his stay in the new industry and a progressively

more rapid change in the methods of  production as a field  for  investment.  For the

average capitalist strata, taken as a whole, there is a process of more and more rapid

social assimilation and dissimilation.

Bernstein knows this perfectly well. He himself comments on this. But what he seems

to forget is that this very thing is the law of the movement of the average capitalist

enterprise. If one admits that small capitalists are pioneers of technical progress, and if

it true that the latter is the vital pulse of the capitalist economy, then it is manifest that

small  capitalists  are  an  integral  part  of  capitalist  development,  which  can  only

disappear together with it [capitalist development]. The progressive disappearance of

the middle-size enterprise – in the absolute sense considered by Bernstein – means not,

as  he  thinks,  the  revolutionary  course  of  capitalist  development,  but  precisely  the

contrary, the cessation, the slowing up of development. “The rate of profit, that is to

say,  the  relative  increase  of  capital,”  said  Marx,  “is  important  first  of  all  for  new

investors of capital, grouping themselves independently. And as soon as the formation

of  capital  falls  exclusively  into  a  handful  of  big  capitalists,  the  revivifying  fire  of

production is extinguished. It dies away.”

Next: Chap.3: The Realisation of Socialist through Social Reforms

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 13.2.2014
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part One

Chapter III

Bernstein rejects the “theory of collapse” as an historic road toward socialism. Now

what is the way to a socialist society that is proposed by his “theory of adaptation to

capitalism”?  Bernstein  answers  this  question  only  by  allusion.  Konrad  Schmidt,

however, attempts to deal with this detail in the manner of Bernstein. According to him,

“the trade union struggle for hours and wages and the political struggle for reforms will

lead to a progressively more extensive control over the conditions of production,” and

“as the rights of the capitalist proprietor will be diminished through legislation, he will

be reduced in time to the role of a simple administrator.” “The capitalist will see his

property  lose  more  and  more  value  to  himself”  till  finally  “the  direction  and

administration  of  exploitation  will  be  taken  from  him  entirely”  and  “collective

exploitation” instituted.

Therefore  trade  unions,  social  reforms  and,  adds  Bernstein,  the  political

democratisation of the State are the means of the progressive realisation of socialism.

But the fact is that the principal function of trade unions (and this was best explained

by Bernstein himself in Neue Zeit in 1891) consists in providing the workers with a

means of realising the capitalist law of wages, that is to say, the sale of their labour

power at current market prices. Trade unions enable the proletariat to utilise at each

instant, the conjuncture of the market. But these conjunctures – (1) the labour demand

determined  by  the  state  of  production,  (2)  the  labour  supply  created  by  the

proletarianisation of the middle strata of society and the natural reproduction of the

working classes, and (3) the momentary degree of productivity of labour – these remain

outside of the sphere of influence of the trade unions. Trade unions cannot suppress the
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law of  wages.  Under  the most favourable  circumstances,  the  best  they  can do is  to

impose on capitalist  exploitation the “normal”  limit  of  the moment.  They have not,

however, the power to suppress exploitation itself, not even gradually.

Schmidt, it is true, sees the present trade union movement in a “feeble initial stage.”

He hopes that “in the future” the “trade union movement will exercise a progressively

increased  influence  over  the  regulation  of  production.”  But  by  the  regulation  of

production we can only understand two things: intervention in the technical domain of

the process of production and fixing the scale of production itself. What is the nature of

the influence exercised by trade unions in these two departments? It is clear that in the

technique of production, the interest of the capitalist agrees, up to a certain point, with

the progress and development of capitalist economy. It is his own interest that pushes

him  to  make  technical  improvements.  But  the  isolated  worker  finds  himself  in  a

decidedly different position. Each technical transformation contradicts his interests. It

aggravates his  helpless  situation by  depreciating  the value of  his  labour  power and

rendering his work more intense, more monotonous and more difficult.

Insofar as trade unions can intervene in the technical department of production, they

can only oppose technical innovation. But here they do not act in the interest of the

entire working class and its emancipation, which accords rather with technical progress

and, therefore, with the interest of the isolated capitalist. They act here in a reactionary

direction.  And  in  fact,  we  find  efforts  on  the  part  of  workers  to  intervene  in  the

technical part of production not in the future, where Schmidt looks for it, but in the

past of the trade union movement. Such efforts characterised the old phase of English

trade unionism (up to 1860), when the British organisations were still tied to medieval

“corporative” vestiges and found inspiration in the outworn principle of “a fair day’s

wage  for  a  fair  day’s  labour,”  as  expressed  by  Webb  in  his  History  of  Trade

Unionism.

On the other hand, the effort of the labour unions to fix the scale of production and

the prices of commodities is a recent phenomenon. Only recently have we witnessed

such attempts – and again in England. In their nature and tendencies,  these efforts

resemble those dealt with above. What does the active participation of trade unions in

fixing the scale and cost of production amount to? It amounts to a cartel of the workers

and  entrepreneurs  in  a  common  stand  against  the  consumer  and  especially  rival

entrepreneurs.  In  no  way  is  the  effect  of  this  any  different  from  that  of  ordinary

employers’ associations. Basically we no longer have here a struggle between Labour

and  Capital,  but  the  solidarity  of  Capital  and  Labour  against  the  total  consumers.

Considered for its social worth, it is seen to be a reactionary move that cannot be a stage

in the struggle for the emancipation of  the proletariat,  because it connotes the very

opposite of the class struggle. Considered from the angle of practical application, it is
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found to be a utopia which, as shown by a rapid examination, cannot be extended to the

large branches of industry producing for the world market.

So that the scope of trade unions is limited essentially to a struggle for an increase of

wages and the reduction of labour time, that is to say, to efforts at regulating capitalist

exploitation as they are made necessary by the momentary situation of the old world

market.  But labour unions can in no way influence the process of  production itself.

Moreover, trade union development moves – contrary to what is asserted by Konrad

Schmidt – in the direction of a complete detachment of the labour market from any

immediate relation to the rest of the market.

That is shown by the fact that even attempts to relate labour contracts to the general

situation  of  production  by  means  of  a  system  of  sliding  wage  scales  have  been

outmoded with historic development. The British labour unions are moving farther and

farther away from such efforts.

Even within the effective boundaries of its activity the trade union movement cannot

spread in the unlimited way claimed for it by the theory of adaptation. On the contrary,

if we examine the large factors of social development, we see that we are not moving

toward  an  epoch  marked  by  a  victorious  development  of  trade  unions,  but  rather

toward  a  time  when  the  hardships  of  labour  unions  will  increase.  Once  industrial

development  has  attained  its  highest  possible  pint  and  capitalism  has  entered  its

descending phase on the world market, the trade union struggle will  become doubly

difficult.  In  the  first  place,  the  objective  conjuncture  of  the  market  will  be  less

favourable to the sellers of labour power, because the demand for labour power will

increase at a slower rate and labour supply more rapidly than at present. In the second

place, the capitalists themselves, in order to make up for losses suffered on the world

market, will make even greater efforts than at present to reduce the part of the total

product going to the workers (in the form of wages).  The reduction of  wages is,  as

pointed out by Marx, one of  the principal means of  retarding the fall  of  profit.  The

situation in England already offers us a picture of the beginning of the second stage of

trade union development.  Trade union action is  reduced  of  necessity  to  the simple

defence of already realised gains, and even that is becoming more and more difficult.

Such is  the general  trend of things in our society.  The counterpart of this tendency

should be the development of the political side of the class struggle.

Konrad Schmidt commits the same error of historic perspective when he deals with

social  reforms.  He  expects  that  social  reforms,  like  trade  union  organisations,  will

“dictate to the capitalists the only conditions under which they will be able to employ

labour power.” Seeing reform in this light, Bernstein calls labour legislation a piece of

“social control,” and as such, a piece of socialism. Similarly, Konrad Schmidt always
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uses the term “social control” when he refers to labour protection laws. Once he has

thus happily transformed the State into society, he confidently adds: “That is to say, the

rising working class.” As a result of this trick of substitution, the innocent labour laws

enacted  by  the  German  Federal  Council  are  transformed  into  transitory  socialist

measures supposedly enacted by the German proletariat.

The  mystification  is  obvious.  We  know  that  the  present  State  is  not  “society”

representing  the  “rising  working  class.”  It  is  itself  the  representative  of  capitalist

society.  It  is  a  class  state.  Therefore  its  reform measures  are  not  an application of

“social control,” that is, the control of society working freely in its own labour process.

They are forms of control applied by the class organisation of Capital to the production

of  Capital.  The so-called social  reforms are  enacted in the interests of  Capital.  Yes,

Bernstein and Konrad Schmidt see at present only “feeble beginnings” of this control.

They hope to see a long succession of reforms in the future, all favouring the working

class.  But  here  they  commit  a  mistake  similar  to  their  belief  in  the  unlimited

development of the trade union movement.

A basic condition for the theory of the gradual realisation of socialism through social

reforms  is  a  certain  objective  development  of  capitalist  property  and  of  the  State.

Konrad Schmidt says that the capitalist proprietor tends to lose his special rights with

historic development, and is reduced to the role of a simple administrator. He thinks

that  the  expropriation of  the  means of  production cannot  possibly  be  effected as  a

single historic act. He therefore resorts to the theory of expropriation by stages. With

this  in  mind,  he  divides  the  right  to  property  into  (1)  the  right  of  “sovereignty”

(ownership) – which he attributes to a thing called “society” and which he wants to

extend – and (2) its opposite, the simple right of use, held by the capitalist, but which is

supposedly being reduced in the hands of the capitalists to the mere administration of

their enterprises.

This interpretation is either a simple play on words, and in that case the theory of

gradual expropriation has no real basis, or it is a true picture of judicial development, in

which case, as we shall see, the theory of gradual expropriation is entirely false.

The division of the right of property into several component rights, an arrangement

serving  Konrad  Schmidt  as  a  shelter  wherein  he  may  construct  his  theory  of

“expropriation by stages,” characterised feudal society, founded on natural economy. In

feudalism, the total product was shared among the social classes of the time on the

basis of the personal relations existing between the feudal lord and his serfs or tenants.

The  decomposition  of  property  into  several  partial  rights  reflected  the  manner  of

distribution of the social wealth of that period. With the passage to the production of

commodities and the dissolution of all personal bonds among the participants in the
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process  of  production,  the  relation between men and things  (that  is  to  say,  private

property) became reciprocally stronger. Since the division is no longer made on the

basis of personal relations but through exchange, the different rights to a share in the

social wealth are no longer measured as fragments of property rights having a common

interest. They are measured according to the values brought by each on the market.

The first change introduced into juridical relations with the advance of commodity

production in the medieval city communes, was the development of absolute private

property. The latter appeared in the very midst of the feudal juridical relations. This

development has  progressed at  a  rapid pace in  capitalist  production.  The more the

process of production is socialised, the more the process of distribution (division of

wealth)  rests  on  exchange.  And  the  more  private  property  becomes  inviolable  and

closed, the more capitalist property becomes transformed from the right to the product

of one’s own labour to the simple right to appropriate somebody else’s labour. As long

as the capitalist himself manages his own factory, distribution is still, up to a certain

point,  tied  to  his  personal  participation  in  the  process  of  production.  But  as  the

personal management on the part of the capitalist becomes superfluous – which is the

case in the share-holding societies today – the property of capital, so far as its right to

share in the distribution (division of wealth) is concerned, becomes separated from any

personal relation with production. It now appears in its purest form. The capitalist right

to  property  reaches  its  most  complete  development  in  capital  held  in  the shape  of

shares and industrial credit.

So that Konrad Schmidt’s historic schema, tracing the transformation of the capitalist

“from a proprietor to a simple administrator,” belies the real historic development. In

historic reality, on the contrary, the capitalist tends to change from a proprietor and

administrator to a simple proprietor. What happens here to Konrad Schmidt, happened

to Goethe:

What is, he sees as in a dream.

What no longer is,  becomes for him

reality.

Just  as  Schmidt’s  historic  schema travels,  economically,  backwards  from a modern

share-holding society to an artisan’s shop, so, juridically, he wishes to lead back the

capitalist world into the old feudal shell of the Middle Ages.

Also from this  point  of  view,  “social  control”  appears  in reality  under a  different

aspect than seen by Konrad Schmidt. What functions today as “social control” – labour

legislation,  the control  of  industrial  organisations through share  holding,  etc.  – has
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absolutely nothing to do with his “supreme ownership.” Far from being, as Schmidt

believes, a reduction of capitalist ownership, his “social control,” is, on the contrary, a

protection of such ownership. Or, expressed from the economic viewpoint, it is not a

threat  to  capitalist  exploitation,  but  simply  the  regulation  of  exploitation.  When

Bernstein asks if there is more or less of socialism in a labour protective law, we can

assure him that, in the best of labour protective laws, there is no more “socialism” than

in a  municipal  ordinance regulating  the cleaning of  streets  or  the lighting  of  street

lamps.

Next: Chap.4: Capitalism and the State

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 28.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part One

Chapter IV

The second condition of the gradual realisation of socialism is according to Bernstein,

the evolution of  the State in society.  It  has become a commonplace to say that  the

present State is a class State. This, too, like referring to capitalist society, should not be

understood in a rigorous absolute manner, but dialectically.

The State became capitalist  with the political  victory of the bourgeoisie.  Capitalist

development modifies essentially the nature of the State, widening its sphere of action,

constantly  imposing  on  it  new  functions  (especially  those  affecting  economic  life),

making more and more necessary its intervention and control in society. In this sense,

capitalist development prepares little by little the future fusion of the State to society. It

prepares, so to say, the return of the function of the state to society. Following this line

of thought, one can speak of an evolution of the capitalist State into society, and it is

undoubtedly what Marx had in mind when he referred to labour legislation as the first

conscious  intervention of  “society”  in  the vital  social  process,  a  phrase  upon which

Bernstein leans heavily.

But  on  the  other  hand  the  same  capitalist  development  realises  another

transformation  in  the  nature  of  the  State.  The  present  State  is,  first  of  all,  an

organisation of  the ruling class.  It  assumes functions favouring social  developments

specifically because, and in the measure that, these interests and social developments

coincide,  in  a  general  fashion,  with  the  interests  of  the  dominant  class.  Labour

legislation is enacted as much in the immediate interest of the capitalist class as in the

interest of society in general. But this harmony endures only up to a certain point of

capitalist development. When capitalist development has reached a certain level, the

interests of the bourgeoisie, as a class, and the needs of economic progress begin to

clash even in the capitalist sense. We believe that this phase has already begun. It shows
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itself in two extremely important phenomena of contemporary social life: on the one

hand, the policy of tariff barriers, and on the other, militarism. These two phenomena

have played an indispensable, and in that sense a progressive and revolutionary role in

the history of capitalism. Without tariff protection the development of large industry

would have been impossible in several countries. But now the situation is different.

At  present,  protection  does  not  serve  so  much  to  develop  young  industry  as  to

maintain artificially certain aged forms of production.

From the angle of capitalist development, that is, from the point of view of world

economy, it matters little whether Germany exports more merchandise into England or

England  exports  more  merchandise  into  Germany.  From  the  viewpoint  of  this

development it may be said that the blackamoor has done his work and it is time for

him to go his way. Given the condition of reciprocal dependence in which the various

branches  of  industry  find  themselves,  a  protectionist  tariff  on  any  commodity

necessarily results in raising the cost of  production of other commodities inside the

country.  It  therefore  impedes  industrial  development.  But  this  is  not  so  from  the

viewpoint of the interests of the capitalist  class.  While industry does not need tariff

barriers for its development, the entrepreneurs need tariffs to protect their markets.

This  signifies  that  at  present  tariffs  no  longer  serve  as  a  means  of  protecting  a

developing capitalist section against a more advanced section. They are now the arm

used by one national group of capitalists against another group. Furthermore, tariffs

are no longer necessary as an instrument of protection for industry in its movement to

create  and  conquer  the  home  market.  They  are  now  indispensable  means  for  the

cartelisation of  industry,  that  is,  means used in  the struggle  of  capitalist  producers

against consuming society in the aggregate. What brings out in an emphatic manner the

specific character of contemporary customs policies is the fact that today not industry,

but  agriculture  plays  the  predominant  role  in  the  making  of  tariffs.  The  policy  of

customs protection has become a tool for converting and expressing the feudal interests

in capitalist form.

The same change has taken place in militarism. If we consider history as it was – not

as  it  could have been or  should have been – we must  agree  that  war  has  been an

indispensable feature of capitalist development. The United States, Germany, Italy, the

Balkan States, Poland, all owe the condition or the rise of their capitalist development

to wars, whether resulting in victory or defeat. As long as there were countries marked

by  internal  political  division  or  economic  isolation  which  had  to  be  destroyed,

militarism played a revolutionary role, considered from the viewpoint of capitalism. But

at present the situation is different. If world politics have become the stage of menacing

conflicts, it is not so much a question of the opening of new countries to capitalism. It is

a question of already existing European  antagonisms, which, transported into other
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lands, have exploded there. The armed opponents we see today in Europe and on other

continents do not range themselves as capitalist countries on one side and backward

countries on the other. They are States pushed to war especially as a result of their

similarly advanced capitalist development. In view of this, an explosion is certain to be

fatal  to this  development,  in the sense that it  must provoke an extremely profound

disturbance and transformation of economic life in all countries.

However, the matter appears entirely different when considered from the standpoint

of the capitalist class. For the latter militarism has become indispensable. First, as a

means of struggle for the defence of “national” interests in competition against other

“national”  groups.  Second,  as  a  method  of  placement  for  financial  and  industrial

capital.  Third,  as  an  instrument  of  class  domination  over  the  labouring  population

inside the country. In themselves, these interests have nothing in common with the

development of the capitalist mode of production. What demonstrates best the specific

character of present day militarism is the fact that it develops generally in all countries

as an effect, so to speak, of its own internal, mechanical, motive power, a phenomenon

that  was  completely  unknown  several  decades  ago.  We  recognise  this  in  the  fatal

character  of  the  impending  explosion  which  is  inevitable  in  spite  of  the  complete

impending explosion which is inevitable in spite of the complete indecisiveness of the

objectives  and  motives  of  the  conflict.  From  a  motor  of  capitalist  development

militarism has changed into a capitalist malady.

In the clash between capitalist development and the interest of the dominant class,

the State takes a position alongside of the latter. Its policy, like that of the bourgeoisie,

comes  into  conflict  with  social  development.  It  thus  loses  more  and  more  of  its

character as a representative of the whole of society and is transformed, at the same

rate into a pure class state. Or, to speak more exactly, these two qualities distinguish

themselves more from each other and find themselves in a contradictory relation in the

very nature of the State. This contradiction becomes progressively sharper. For on one

hand, we have the growth of the functions of a general interest on the part of the State,

its intervention in social life, its “control” over society. But on the other hand, its class

character obliges the State to move the pivot of its activity and its means of coercion

more  and  more  into  domains  which  are  useful  only  to  the  class  character  of  the

bourgeoisie and have for society as a whole only a negative importance, as in the case of

militarism and tariff and colonial policies. Moreover, the “social control” exercised by

this State is at the same time penetrated with and dominated by its class character (see

how labour legislation is applied in all countries).

The extension of democracy, which Bernstein sees as a means of realising socialism

by  degrees,  does  not  contradict  but,  on  the  contrary,  corresponds  perfectly  to  the

transformation realised in the nature of the State.
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Konrad  Schmidt  declares  that  the  conquest  of  a  social-democratic  majority  in

Parliament leads directly to the gradual “socialisation” of society. Now, the democratic

forms  of  political  life  are  without  a  question  a  phenomenon expressing  clearly  the

evolution  of  the  State  in  society.  They  constitute,  to  that  extent,  a  move  toward  a

socialist transformation. But the conflict within the capitalist State, described above,

manifests  itself  even  more  emphatically  in  modern  parliamentarism.  Indeed,  in

accordance with its form, parliamentarism serves to express, within the organisation of

the State, the interests of the whole society. But what parliamentarism expresses here is

capitalist society, that is to say, a society in which capitalist interests predominate. In

this  society,  the  representative  institutions,  democratic  in  form,  are  in  content  the

instruments  of  the  interests  of  the  ruling  class.  This  manifests  itself  in  a  tangible

fashion in the fact that as soon as democracy shows the tendency to negate its class

character  and  become  transformed  into  an  instrument  of  the  real  interests  of  the

population,  the democratic forms are sacrificed by the bourgeoisie,  and by its State

representatives.  That  is  why  the  idea  of  the  conquest  of  a  parliamentary  reformist

majority  is  a  calculation  which,  entirely  in  the  spirit  of  bourgeois  liberalism,  pre-

occupies itself only with one side – the formal side – of democracy, but does not take

into account the other side, its real content. All in all, parliamentarism is not a directly

socialist  element  impregnating  gradually  the  whole  capitalist  society.  It  is,  on  the

contrary, a specific form of the bourgeois class State, helping to ripen and develop the

existing antagonisms of capitalism.

In the light of the history of the objective development of the State, Bernstein’s and

Konrad Schmidt’s belief that increased “social control” results in the direct introduction

of socialism is transformed into a formula that finds itself from day to day in greater

contradiction with reality.

The theory of the gradual introduction of socialism proposes progressive reform of

capitalist  property  and  the  capitalist  State  in  the  direction  of  socialism.  But  in

consequence of the objective laws of existing society, one and the other develop in a

precisely opposite direction. The process of production is increasingly socialised, and

State intervention, the control of the State over the process of production, is extended.

But  at  the  same time,  private  property  becomes  more  and more  the  form of  open

capitalist exploitation of the labour of others, and State control is penetrated with the

exclusive interests of the ruling class. The State, that is to say the political organisation

of capitalism, and the property relations, that is  to say the juridical  organisation of

capitalism, become more capitalist and not more socialist, opposing to the theory of the

progressive introduction of socialism two insurmountable difficulties.

Fourier’s scheme of changing, by means of a system of phalansteries, the water of all

the seas into tasty lemonade was surely a fantastic idea. But Bernstein, proposing to
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change the sea of capitalist bitterness into a sea of socialist sweetness, by progressively

pouring into it  bottles of social reformist lemonade, presents an idea that is merely

more insipid but no less fantastic.

The  production  relations  of  capitalist  society  approach  more  and  more  the

production relations of socialist society. But on the other hand, its political and juridical

relations established between capitalist  society and socialist  society a steadily rising

wall. This wall is not overthrown, but is on the contrary strengthened and consolidated

by the development of social reforms and the course of democracy. Only the hammer

blow of revolution, that is to day, the conquest of political power by the proletariat

can break down this wall.

Next: Chap.5: The Consequences of Social Reformism and the General Nature of

Revisionism

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 28.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part One

Chapter V

In the first chapter we aimed to show that Bernstein’s theory lifted the program of the

socialist movement off its material base and tried to place it on an idealist base. How

does this theory fare when translated into practice?

Upon the first comparison, the party practice resulting from Bernstein’s theory does

not  seem to  differ  from the  practice  followed by  the  Social  Democracy  up to  now.

Formerly, the activity of the Social-Democratic Party consisted of trade union work, of

agitation for social reforms and the democratisation of existing political institutions.

The difference is not in the what, but in the how.

At present, the trade union struggle and parliamentary practice are considered to be

the means of guiding and educating the proletariat in preparation for the task of taking

over power. From the revisionist standpoint, this conquest of power is at the same time

impossible or useless. And therefore, trade union and parliamentary activity are to be

carried on by the party only for  their immediate results,  that is,  for  the purpose of

bettering the present situation of the workers, for the gradual reduction of capitalist

exploitation, for the extension of social control.

So  that  if  we  don  not  consider  momentarily  the  immediate  amelioration  of  the

workers’  condition  –  an  objective  common  to  our  party  program  as  well  as  to
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revisionism  –  the  difference  between  the  two  outlooks  is,  in  brief,  the  following.

According  to  the  present  conception  of  the  party,  trade-union  and  parliamentary

activity are important for the socialist movement because such activity prepares the

proletariat, that is to say, creates the subjective factor of the socialist transformation,

for  the  task  of  realising  socialism.  But  according  to  Bernstein,  trade-unions  and

parliamentary activity gradually reduce capitalist exploitation itself. They remove from

capitalist  society  its  capitalist  character.  They  realise  objectively  the  desired  social

change.

Examining  the  matter  closely,  we  see  that  the  two  conceptions  are  diametrically

opposed. Viewing the situation from the current standpoint of our party, we say that as

a  result  of  its  trade  union  and  parliamentary  struggles,  the  proletariat  becomes

convinced, of the impossibility of accomplishing a fundamental social change through

such  activity  and  arrives  at  the  understanding  that  the  conquest  of  power  is

unavoidable.  Bernstein’s  theory,  however,  begins  by  declaring  that  this  conquest  is

impossible. It concludes by affirming that socialism can only be introduced as a result

of the trade-union struggle and parliamentary activity. For as seen by Bernstein, trade

union  and  parliamentary  action  has  a  socialist  character  because  it  exercises  a

progressively socialising influence on capitalist economy.

We tried  to  show  that  this  influence  is  purely  imaginary.  The  relations  between

capitalist property and the capitalist State develop in entirely opposite directions, so

that  the  daily  practical  activity  of  the  present  Social  Democracy  loses,  in  the  last

analysis, all connection with work for socialism. From the viewpoint of a movement for

socialism, the trade-union struggle and our parliamentary practice are vastly important

in so far as they make socialistic the awareness, the consciousness, of the proletariat

and help to organise it as a class. But once they are considered as instruments of the

direct socialisation of capitalist economy, they lose out not only their usual effectiveness

but also cease being means of preparing the working class for the conquest of power.

Eduard Bernstein and Konrad Schmidt suffer from a complete misunderstanding when

they console themselves with the belief that even though the program of the party is

reduced to work for social reforms and ordinary trade-union work, the final objective of

the labour movement is not thereby discarded, for each forward step reaches beyond

the given immediate aim and the socialist goal is implied as a tendency in the supposed

advance.

That is certainly true about the present procedure of the German Social Democracy.

It  is  true  whenever  a  firm  and  conscious  effort  for  conquest  of  political  power

impregnates the trade-union struggle and the work for social reforms. But if this effort

is  separated  from  the  movement  itself  and  social  reforms  are  made  an  end  in

themselves, then such activity not only does not lead to the final goal of socialism but
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moves in a precisely opposite direction.

Konrad  Schmidt  simply  falls  back  on  the  idea  that  an  apparently  mechanical

movement, once started, cannot stop by itself, because “one’s appetite grows with the

eating,” and the working class will not supposedly content itself with reforms till the

final socialist transformation is realised.

Now the last mentioned condition is quite real. Its effectiveness is guaranteed by the

very insufficiency of capitalist reforms. But the conclusion drawn from it could only be

true if it were possible to construct an unbroken chain of augmented reforms leading

from  the  capitalism  of  today  to  socialism.  This  is,  of  course,  sheer  fantasy.  In

accordance with the nature of things as they are the chain breaks quickly, and the paths

that the supposed forward movement can take from the point on are many and varied.

What will be the immediate result should our party change its general procedure to

suit a viewpoint that wants to emphasise the practical results of our struggle, that is

social reforms? As soon as “immediate results” become the principal aim of our activity,

the  clear-cut,  irreconcilable  point  of  view,  which  has  meaning  only  in  so  far  as  it

proposes  to  win  power,  will  be  found  more  and  more  inconvenient.  The  direct

consequence of this will be the adoption by the party of a “policy of compensation,” a

policy of political trading, and an attitude of diffident, diplomatic conciliation. But this

attitude cannot be continued for a long time. Since the social reforms can only offer an

empty  promise,  the  logical  consequence  of  such  a  program  must  necessarily  be

disillusionment.

It is not true that socialism will arise automatically from the daily struggle of

the  working  class.  Socialism  will  be  the  consequence  of  (1),  the  growing

contradictions  of  capitalist  economy  and  (2),  of  the  comprehension  by  the

working  class  of  the  unavoidability  of  the  suppression of  these  contradictions

through  a  social  transformation.  When,  in  the  manner  of  revisionism,  the  first

condition is denied and the second rejected, the labour movement finds itself reduced

to  a  simple  co-operative and reformist  movement.  We move here  in  a  straight  line

toward the total abandonment of the class viewpoint.

This consequence also becomes evident when we investigate the general character of

revisionism. It is obvious that revisionism does not wish to concede that its standpoint

is that of the capitalist apologist. It does not join the bourgeois economists in denying

the existence of the contradictions of capitalism. But, on the other hand, what precisely

constitutes the fundamental point of revisionism and distinguishes it from the attitude

taken by the Social Democracy up to now, is that it does not base its theory on the belief

that the contradictions of capitalism will be suppressed as a result of the logical inner
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development of the present economic system.

We may say that the theory of revisionism occupies an intermediate place between

two  extremes.  Revisionism  does  not  expect  to  see  the  contradictions  of  capitalism

mature. It does not propose to suppress these contradictions through a revolutionary

transformation. It wants to lessen, to attenuate, the capitalist contradictions. So that

the antagonism existing between production and exchange is  to be mollified by the

cessation of crises and the formation of capitalist combines. The antagonism between

Capital and Labour is to be adjusted by bettering the situation of the workers and by the

conservation of the middle classes. And the contradiction between the class State and

society  is  to  be  liquidated  through  increased  State  control  and  the  progress  of

democracy.

It  is  true that the present  procedure of  the Social  Democracy does not  consist  in

waiting for the antagonisms of capitalism to develop and in passing on, only then, to the

task of suppressing them. On the contrary, the essence of revolutionary procedure is to

be guided by the direction of this development, once it is ascertained, and inferring

from this direction what consequences are necessary for the political struggle. Thus the

Social  Democracy has combated tariff wars and militarism without waiting for their

reactionary character to become fully evident. Bernstein’s procedure is not guided by a

consideration of the development of capitalism, by the prospect of the aggravation of its

contradictions. It is guided by the prospect of the attenuation of these contradictions.

He shows this when he speaks of the “adaptation” of capitalist economy.

Now when can such a conception be correct? If it is true that capitalism will continue

to develop in the direction it takes at present, then its contradictions must necessarily

become sharper and more aggravated instead of disappearing. The possibility of the

attenuation of the contradictions of capitalism presupposes that the capitalist mode of

production itself will stop its progress. In short, the general condition of Bernstein’s

theory is the cessation of capitalist development.

This way, however, his theory condemns itself in a twofold manner.

In the first place, it manifests its utopian character in its stand on the establishment

of socialism. For it  is  clear that a defective capitalist  development cannot  lead to a

socialist transformation.

In the  second place,  Bernstein’s  theory  reveals  its  reactionary  character  when  it

refers to the rapid capitalist  development that is  taking place  at  present.  Given the

development  of  real  capitalism,  how  can  we  explain,  or  rather  state,  Bernstein’s

position?
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We  have  demonstrated  in  the  first  chapter  the  baselessness  of  the  economic

conditions on which Bernstein builds his analysis of existing social relationships. We

have  seen  that  neither  the  credit  system  nor  cartels  can  be  said  to  be  “means  of

adaptation” of capitalist economy. We have seen that not even the temporary cessation

of crises nor the survival of the middle class can be regarded as symptoms of capitalist

adaptation. But even though we should fail to take into account the erroneous character

of all these details of Bernstein’s theory we cannot help but be stopped short by one

feature common to all of them. Bernstein’s theory does not seize these manifestations

of contemporary economic life as they appear in their organic relationship with the

whole of capitalist development, with the complete economic mechanism of capitalism.

His theory pulls these details out of their living economic context. It treats them as

disjecta membra (separate parts) of a lifeless machine.

Consider, for example, his conception of the adaptive effect of credit. If we recognise

credit  as  a  higher  natural  stage  of  the  process  of  exchange  and,  therefore,  of  the

contradictions inherent in capitalist exchange, we cannot at the same time see it as a

mechanical means of adaptation existing outside of the process of exchange. It would

be  just  as  impossible  to  consider  money,  merchandise,  and  capital  as  “means  of

adaptation” of capitalism.

However, credit, like money, commodities and capital, is an organic link of capitalist

economy at a certain stage of its development. Like them, it is an indispensable gear in

the  mechanism  of  capitalist  economy,  and  at  the  same  time,  an  instrument  of

destruction, since it aggravates the internal contradictions of capitalism.

The same thing is true about cartels and the new, perfected means of communication.

The  same  mechanical  view  is  presented  by  Bernstein’s  attempt  to  describe  the

promise  of  the  cessation  of  crises  as  a  symptom  of  the  “adaptation”  of  capitalist

economy. For him, crises are simply derangements of the economic mechanism. With

their cessation, he thinks, the mechanism could function well. But the fact is that crises

are  not  “derangements”  in  the  usual  sense  of  the  word.  They  are  “derangements”

without which capitalist economy could not develop at all. For if crises constitute the

only method possible in capitalism – and therefore the normal method – of solving

periodically the conflict existing between the unlimited extension of production and the

narrow limits of the world market, then crises are an organic manifestation inseparable

from capitalist economy.

In the “unhindered” advance of capitalist production lurks a threat to capitalism that

is much greater than crises.  It is the threat of the constant fall  of the rate of profit,

resulting not only from the contradiction between production and exchange, but from
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the growth of the productivity of  labour itself.  The fall  in the rate of  profit  has the

extremely dangerous tendency of  rendering impossible any enterprise for small  and

middle-sized capitals. It thus limits the new formation and therefore the extension of

placements of capital.

And it is precisely crises that constitute the other consequence of the same process.

As a result of their periodic depreciation of capital, crises bring a fall in the prices of

means of production, a paralysis of a part of the active capital, and in time the increase

of  profits.  They thus  create  the possibilities  of  the  renewed advance of  production.

Crises  therefore  appear  to  be  the  instruments  of  rekindling  the  fire  of  capitalist

development. Their cessation – not temporary cessation, but their total disappearance

in the world market – would not lead to the further development of capitalist economy.

It would destroy capitalism.

True  to  the  mechanical  view  of  his  theory  of  adaptation,  Bernstein  forgets  the

necessity of crises as well as the necessity of new placements of small and middle-sized

capitals. And that is why the constant reappearance of small capital seems to him to be

the sign of the cessation of capitalist development though it is, in fact, a symptom of

normal capitalist development.

It is important to note that there is a viewpoint from which all the above-mentioned

phenomena are seen exactly as they have been presented by the theory of “adaptation.”

It  is  the  viewpoint  of  the  isolated  (single)  capitalist  who  reflects  in  his  mind  the

economic  facts  around  him  just  as  they  appear  when  refracted  by  the  laws  of

competition. The isolated capitalist sees each organic part of the whole of our economy

as an independent entity. He sees them as they act on him, the single capitalist. He

therefore  considers  these  facts  to  be  simple  “derangements”  of  simple  “means  of

adaptation.” For the isolated capitalist, it is true, crises are really simple derangements;

the cessation of crises accords him a longer existence. As far as he is concerned, credit is

only a means of “adapting” his insufficient productive forces to the needs of the market.

And it seems to him that the cartel of which he becomes a member really suppresses

industrial anarchy.

Revisionism is nothing else than a theoretic generalisation made from the angle of

the isolated capitalist. Where does this viewpoint belong theoretically if not in vulgar

bourgeois economics?

All  the  errors  of  this  school  rest  precisely  on  the  conception  that  mistakes  the

phenomena of competition, as seen from the angle of the isolated capitalist,  for the

phenomena of the whole of capitalist economy. Just as Bernstein considers credit to be

a means of “adaptation,” to the needs of exchange. Vulgar economy, too, tries to find
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the  antidote  against  the  ills  of  capitalism  in  the  phenomena  of  capitalism.  Like

Bernstein,  it  believes  that  it  is  possible  to  regulate  capitalist  economy.  And  in  the

manner of Bernstein, it arrives in time at the desire to palliate the contradictions of

capitalism, that is, at the belief in the possibility of patching up the sores of capitalism.

It ends up by subscribing to a program of reaction. It ends up in an utopia.

The theory of revisionism can therefore be defined in the following way. It is a theory

of standing still in the socialist movement built, with the aid of vulgar economy, on a

theory of capitalist standstill.

Next: Part II, Chap.6: Economic Development and Socialism

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 2 November 2014
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part Two

Chapter VI

The greatest conquest of the developing proletarian movement has been the discovery

of grounds of  support for  the  realisation of  socialism in the economic condition  of

capitalist society. As a result of this discovery, socialism was changed from an “ideal”

dreamt of by humanity for thousands of years to a thing of historic necessity.

Bernstein denies the existence of the economic conditions for socialism in the society

of today. On this count his reasoning has undergone an interesting evolution. At first, in

the Neue Zeit, he simply contested the rapidity of the process of concentration taking

place in industry. He based his position on a comparison of the occupational statistics

of Germany in 1882 and 1895. In order to use these figures for his purpose, he was

obliged  to  proceed  in  an  entirely  summary  and  mechanical  fashion.  In  the  most

favourable case, he could not, even by demonstrating the persistence of middle-sized

enterprises, weaken in any the Marxian analysis because the latter does not suppose as

a condition for the realisation of  socialism either a definite rate of concentration of

industry – that  is,  a  definite delay  of  the  realisation of  socialism – or,  as  we have

already shown, the absolute disappearance of small capitals, usually described as the

disappearance of the petit bourgeoisie.

In the course of the latest development of his ideas Bernstein furnishes us, in his

book,  a  new  assortment  of  proofs:  the  statistics  of  shareholding  societies.  These

statistics  are  used  in  order  to  prove  that  the  number  of  shareholders  increases

constantly and as a result the capitalist class does not become smaller but grows bigger.

It is surprising that Bernstein has so little acquaintance with his material. And it is

astonishing how poorly he utilises the existing data in his own behalf.
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If he wanted to disprove the Marxian law of industrial development by referring to

the condition of shareholding societies, he should have resorted to entirely different

figures.  Anybody  who  is  acquainted  with  the  history  of  shareholding  societies  in

Germany  knows  that  their  average  foundation  capital  has  diminished  almost

constantly. Thus while before 1871 their average foundation capital reached the figure

of 10.8 million marks, it was only 4.01 million marks in 1871, 3.8 million marks in 1873,

less than a million from 1882 to 1887, 0.52 million in 1891 and only 0.62 million in

1892. After this date the figures oscillated around 1 million marks, falling to 1.78 in

1895  and  to  1.19  in  the  course  of  the  first  half  of  1897.  (Van  de  Borght:

Handwörterbuch der Staatsswissenschaften, 1.)

Those are surprising figures. Using them, Bernstein hoped to show the existence of a

counter-Marxian tendency for retransformation of large enterprises into small  ones.

The obvious answer to his attempt is the following. If you are to prove anything at all by

means of your statistics, you must first show that they refer to the same  branches of

industry. You must not show that small enterprises really replace large ones, that they

do not. Instead, they appear only where small enterprises or even artisan industry were

the rule before. This, however, you cannot show to be true. The statistical passage of

immense shareholding societies to middle-size and small enterprises can be explained

only  by  referring  to  the  fact  that  the  system of  shareholding societies  continues  to

penetrate new branches of production. Before, only a small number of large enterprises

were organised as shareholding societies. Gradually shareholding organisation has won

middle-size and even small enterprises. Today we can observe shareholding societies

with a capital of below 1,000 marks.

Now,  what  is  the  economic  significance  of  the  extension  of  the  system  of

shareholding societies? Economically, the spread of shareholding societies stands for

the growing socialisation of  production under the capitalist form – socialisation not

only  of  large  but  also  of  middle-size  and  small  production.  The  extension  of

shareholding  does  not,  therefore,  contradict  Marxist  theory  but  on  the  contrary,

confirms it emphatically.

What does the economic phenomenon of a shareholding society actually amount to?

It represents, on the one hand, the unification of a number of small fortunes into a large

capital of production. It stands, on the other hand, for the separation of production

from capitalist ownership. That is, it denotes that a double victory being won over the

capitalist mode of production – but still on a capitalist base.

What is the meaning, therefore, of the statistics cited by Bernstein according to which

an  ever-greater  number  of  shareholders  participate  in  capitalist  enterprises?  These

statistics go on to demonstrate precisely the following: at present a capitalist enterprise
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does not correspond, as before, to a single proprietor of  capital  but to a number of

capitalists. Consequently, the economic notion of “capitalist” no longer signifies an

isolated  individual.  The  industrial  capitalist  of  today  is  a  collective  person

composed  of  hundreds  and  even  of  thousands  of  individuals.  The  category

“capitalist”  has  itself  become  a  social  category.  It  has  become  “socialised”  –

within the frame-work of capitalist society.

In that case, how shall we explain Bernstein’s belief that the phenomenon of share-

holding societies stands for the dispersion and not the concentration of capital? Why

does he see the extension of capitalist property where Marx saw its suppression?

That is a simple economic error. By “capitalist,” Bernstein does not mean a category

of production but the right to property. To him, “capitalist” is not an economic unit but

a fiscal unit. And “capital” is for him not a factor of production but simply a certain

quantity of money. That is why in his English sewing thread trust he does not see the

fusion of 12,300 persons with money into a single capitalist unit but 12,300 different

capitalists. That is why the engineer Schulze whose wife’s dowry brought him a large

number of share from stockholder Mueller is also a capitalist for Bernstein. That is why

for Bernstein the entire world seems to swarm with capitalists.

Here too, the theoretic base of his economic error is his “popularisation” of socialism.

For this is what he does. By transporting the concept of capitalism from its productive

relations  to  property  relations,  and  by  speaking  of  simple  individuals  instead  of

speaking of  entrepreneurs,  he  moves  the question of  socialism from the domain of

production into the domain of relations of fortune – that is, from the relation between

Capital and Labour to the relation between poor and rich.

In  this  manner  we  are  merrily  led  from  Marx  and  Engels  to  the  author  of  the

Evangel of the Poor Fisherman. There is this difference, however. Weitling, with

the sure instinct of the proletarian, saw in the opposition between the poor and the rich,

the  class  antagonisms  in  their  primitive  form,  and  wanted  to  make  of  these

antagonisms  a  lever  of  the  movement  for  socialism.  Bernstein,  on  the  other  hand,

locates the realisation of socialism in the possibility of making the poor rich. That is, he

locates it in the attenuation of class antagonisms and therefore in the petty bourgeoisie.

True,  Bernstein  does  not  limit  himself  to  the  statistics  of  incomes.  He  furnishes

statistics of economic enterprises, especially those of the following countries: Germany,

France, England, Switzerland, Austria and the United States. But these statistics are not

the comparative  figures  of  different  periods  in  each  country  but  of  each  period  in

different countries. We are not therefore offered (with the exception of Germany where

he repeats the old contrast between 1895 and 1892), a comparison of the statistics of
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enterprises of a given country at different epochs but the absolute figures for different

countries: England in 1891, France in 1894, United States in 1890, etc.

He  reaches  the following conclusion:  “Though it  is  true that  large  exploitation is

already supreme in industry today, it nevertheless, represents, including the enterprises

dependent on large exploitation, even in a country as developed in Prussia, only half of

the population occupied in production.” This is also true about Germany, England,

Belgium, etc.

What does he actually prove here? He proves not the existence of such or such a

tendency of  economic development  but merely the absolute relation of  forces  of

different forms of enterprise, or put in other words, the absolute relations of the various

classes in our society.

Now if  one wants to prove in this  manner the impossibility  of  realising socialism

one’s reasoning must rest on the theory according to which the result of social efforts is

decided by the relation of the numerical material forces of the elements in the struggle,

that  is,  by  the  factor  of  violence.  In  other  words,  Bernstein,  who  always  thunders

against Blanquism [See: Louis Blanqui], himself falls into the grossest Blanquist error. There is

this  difference,  however.  To  the  Blanquists,  who  represented  a  socialist  and

revolutionary  tendency,  the  possibility  of  the  economic  realisation  of  socialism

appeared quite natural. On this possibility they built the chances of a violent revolution

– even  by  a  small  minority.  Bernstein,  on  the  contrary,  infers  from  the  numerical

insufficiency of  a  socialist  majority,  the  impossibility  of  the  economic realisation of

socialism. The Social-Democracy does not, however, expect to attain its aim either

as a result  of the victorious violence of a minority or through the numerical

superiority  of  a  majority.  It  sees  socialism  come  as  a  result  of  economic

necessity – and the comprehension of that necessity – leading to the suppression

of capitalism by the working masses. And this necessity manifests itself above all in

the anarchy of capitalism.

What  is  Bernstein’s  position  on  the  decisive  question  of  anarchy  in  capitalist

economy?  He  denies  only  the  great  general  crises.  He  does  not  deny  partial  and

national  crises.  In  other  words,  he  refuses  to  see  a  great  deal  of  the  anarchy  of

capitalism; he sees only a little of it. He is – to use Marx’s illustration – like the foolish

virgin who had a child “who was only very small.” But the misfortune is that in matters

like  economic anarchy  little  and much are  equally  bad.  If  Bernstein  recognises  the

existence of a little of this anarchy, we may point out to him that by the mechanism of

the market economy this bit of anarchy will be extended to unheard of proportions, to

end in collapse. But if Bernstein hopes to transform gradually his bit of anarchy into

order and harmony while maintaining the system of commodity production, he again
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falls into one of the fundamental errors of bourgeois political economy according to

which the mode of exchange is independent of the mode of production.

This is not the place for a lengthy demonstration of Bernstein’s surprising confusion

concerning the most elementary principles of political economy. But there is one point

– to which we are led by the fundamental questions of capitalist anarchy – that must be

clarified immediately.

Bernstein  declares  that  Marx’s  law  of  surplus  value  is  a  simple  abstraction.  In

political economy a statement of this sort obviously constitutes an insult. But if surplus

value is only a simple abstraction, if it is only a figment of the mind – then every normal

citizen who has done military duty and pays his taxes on time has the same right as Karl

Marx to fashion his individual absurdity, to make his own law of value. “Marx has as

much  right  to  neglect  the  qualities  of  commodities  till  they  are  no  more  than  the

incarnation of quantities of simple human labour as have the economists of the Böhm-

Jevons school to make an abstraction of all the qualities of commodities outside of their

utility.”

That  is,  to  Bernstein,  Marx’s  social  labour and Menger’s  abstract  utility  are quite

similar – pure abstractions. Bernstein forgets completely that Marx’s abstraction is not

an invention. It is a discovery. It does not exist in Marx’s head but in market economy.

It has not an imaginary existence, but a real social existence, so real that it can be cut,

hammered, weighed and put in the form of the money. The abstract human labour

discovered by Marx is, in its developed form, no other than money.  That is precisely

one of the greatest of Marx’s discoveries, while to all bourgeois political economists,

from the first of the mercantilists to the last of the classicists, the essence of money has

remained a mystic enigma.

The Boehm-Jevons abstract utility is, in fact, a conceit of the mind. Or stated more

correctly, it is a representation of intellectual emptiness, a private absurdity, for which

neither  capitalism nor  any  other  society  can  be  made  responsible,  but  only  vulgar

bourgeois economy itself. Hugging their brain-child, Bernstein, Böhm and Jevons, and

the entire subjective fraternity, can remain twenty years or more before the mystery of

money, without arriving at a solution that is different from the one reached by any

cobbler, namely that money is also a “useful” thing.

Bernstein has lost all comprehension of Marx’s law of value. Anybody with a small

understanding of  Marxian economics  can see  that  without  the law of  value,  Marx’s

doctrine is incomprehensible.  Or to speak more concretely – for him who does not

understand  the  nature  of  the  commodity  and  its  exchange  the  entire  economy  of

capitalism, with all its concatenations, must of necessity remain an enigma.
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What precisely was the key which enabled Marx to open the door to the secrets of

capitalist phenomena and solve, as if in play, problems that were not even suspected by

the greatest minds of classic bourgeois economy? It  was his conception of capitalist

economy as an historic phenomenon – not merely in the sense recognised in the best of

cases by the classic economists, that is, when it concerns the feudal past of capitalism –

but also in so far as it concerns the socialist future of the world. The secret of Marx’s

theory of value, of his analysis of the problem of money, of his theory of capital, of the

theory of the rate of profit and consequently of the entire existing economic system is

found in the transitory character of capitalist economy, the inevitability of its collapse

leading – and this is only another aspect of the same phenomenon – to socialism. It is

only because Marx looked at capitalism from the socialist’s viewpoint, that is from the

historic  viewpoint,  that  he  was  enabled  to  decipher  the  hieroglyphics  of  capitalist

economy.  And  it  is  precisely  because  he  took  the  socialist  viewpoint  as  a  point  of

departure for his analysis  of  bourgeois society that he was in the position to give a

scientific base to the socialist movement.

This is the measure by which we evaluate Bernstein’s remarks. He complains of the

“dualism” found everywhere in Marx’s monumental Capital. “The work wishes to be a

scientific study and prove, at the same time, a thesis that was completely elaborated a

long time before the editing of the book; it is based on a schema that already contains

the result to which he wants to lead. The return to the Communist Manifesto (that is

the socialist  goal!  – R.L.),  proves  the existence of  vestiges  of  utopianism in  Marx’s

doctrine.”

But  what  is  Marx’s  “dualism”  if  not  the  dualism  of  the  socialist  future  and  the

capitalist  present?  It  is  the  dualism  of  Capitalism  and  Labour,  the  dualism  of  the

bourgeoisie and the proletariat. It is the scientific reflection of the dualism existing in

bourgeois society, the dualism of the class antagonism writhing inside the social order

of capitalism.

Bernstein’s  recognition  of  this  theoretic  dualism  in  Marx  as  “a  survival  of

utopianism”  is  really  his  naïve  avowal  that  he  denies  the  class  antagonisms  in

capitalism. It is his confession that socialism has become for him only a “survival of

utopianism.” What is Bernstein’s “monism” – Bernstein’s unity – but the eternal unity

of the capitalist regime, the unity of the former socialist who has renounced his aim and

has  decided  to  find  in  bourgeois  society,  one  and  immutable,  the  goal  of  human

development?

Bernstein does not see in the economic structure of capitalism the development that

leads to socialism. But in order to conserve his socialist program, at least in form, he is

obliged  to  take  refuge  in  an  idealist  construction  placed  outside  of  all  economic
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development. He is obliged to transform socialism itself from a definite historical phase

of social development into an abstract “principle.”

That is why the “co-operative principle” – the meagre decantation of socialism by

which Bernstein wishes to garnish capitalist economy – appears as a concession made

not to the socialist future of society but to Bernstein’s own socialist past.

Next: Chap.7: Co-operative, Unions, Democracy

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 21 July 2010
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part Two

Chapter VII

Bernstein’s  socialism offers  to the workers  the prospect  of  sharing in  the wealth of

society. The poor are to become rich. How will this socialism be brought about? His

article in the Neue Zeit (Problems of Socialism) contain only vague allusions to this

question. Adequate information, however, can be found in his book.

Bernstein’s socialism is to be realised with the aid of these two instruments: labour

unions – or as Bernstein himself characterises them, economic democracy – and co-

operatives.  The  first  will  suppress  industrial  profit;  the  second  will  do  away  with

commercial profit.

Co-operatives – especially co-operatives in the field of production constitute a hybrid

form in the midst  of  capitalism. They can be described as small  units  of  socialised

production within capitalist exchange.

But in capitalist economy exchanges dominate production. As a result of competition,

the complete domination of the process of production by the interests of capital – that

is, pitiless exploitation – becomes a condition for the survival of each enterprise. The

domination of capital over the process of production expresses itself in the following

ways. Labour is intensified. The work day is lengthened or shortened, according to the

situation of the market. And, depending on the requirements of the market, labour is

either employed or thrown back into  the street.  In  other  words,  use  is  made of  all

methods that enable an enterprise to stand up against its competitors in the market.

The workers forming a co-operative in the field of production are thus faced with the

contradictory necessity of governing themselves with the utmost absolutism. They are
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obliged to take toward themselves the role of capitalist entrepreneur – a contradiction

that accounts for the usual  failure of  production co-operatives which either become

pure capitalist enterprises or, if the workers’ interests continue to predominate, end by

dissolving.

Bernstein has himself  taken note  of  these  facts.  But  it  is  evident  that  he  has not

understood  them.  For,  together  with  Mrs.  Potter-Webb,  he  explains  the  failure  of

production  co-operatives  in  England  by  their  lack  of  “discipline.”  But  what  is  so

superficially and flatly called here “discipline” is nothing else than the natural absolutist

regime of  capitalism,  which  it  is  plain,  the  workers  cannot  successfully  use  against

themselves.

Producers’ co-operatives can survive within capitalist economy only if they manage to

suppress, by means of some detour, the capitalist controlled contradictions between the

mode of production and the mode of exchange. And they can accomplish this only by

removing themselves artificially from the influence of the laws of free competition. And

they can succeed in doing the last only when they assure themselves beforehand of a

constant circle of consumers, that is, when they assure themselves of a constant market.

It is the consumers’ co-operative that can offer this service to its brother in the field

of production. Here – and not in Oppenheimer’s distinction between co-operatives that

produce and co-operatives that sell – is the secret sought by Bernstein: the explanation

for  the invariable  failure  of  producers’  co-operatives  functioning independently  and

their survival when they are backed by consumers’ organisations.

If  it  is  true  that  the  possibilities  of  existence  of  producers’  co-operatives  within

capitalism are bound up with the possibilities of existence of consumers’ co-operatives,

then the scope of the former is limited, in the most favourable of cases, to the small

local  market and to the manufacture of  articles serving immediate needs,  especially

food products. Consumers’ and therefore producers’ co-operatives, are excluded from

the most important branches of capital production – the textile, mining, metallurgical

and petroleum industries, machine construction, locomotive and ship-building. For this

reason alone (forgetting for the moment their hybrid character), co-operatives in the

field of production cannot be seriously considered as the instrument of a general social

transformation. The establishment of producers’ co-operatives on a wide scale would

suppose, first of all, the suppression of the world market, the breaking up of the present

world  economy  into  small  local  spheres  of  production  and  exchange.  The  highly

developed, wide-spread capitalism of our time is expected to fall back to the merchant

economy of the Middle Ages.

Within the framework of present society, producers’ co-operatives are limited to the
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role of simple annexes to consumers’ co-operatives. It appears, therefore, that the latter

must be the beginning of the proposed social change. But this way the expected reform

of  society  by  means  of  co-operatives  ceases  to  be  an  offensive  against  capitalist

production. That is, it ceases to be an attack against the principal bases of capitalist

economy. It becomes, instead, a struggle against commercial capital, especially small

and middle-sized commercial capital. It becomes an attack made on the twigs of the

capitalist tree.

According to Bernstein, trade unions too, are a means of attack against capitalism in

the  field  of  production.  We  have  already  shown that  trade  unions  cannot  give  the

workers a determining influence over production. Trade unions can determine neither

the dimensions of production nor the technical progress of production.

This much may be said about the purely economic side of the “struggle of the rate of

wages against the rate of profit,” as Bernstein labels the activity of the trade union. It

does  not  take  place  in  the  blue  of  the  sky.  It  takes  place  within  the  well-defined

framework of the law of wages. The law of wages is not shattered but applied by trade-

union activity.

According to Bernstein, it is the trade unions that lead – in the general movement for

the emancipation of the working class – the real attack against the rate of industrial

profit. According to Bernstein, trade unions have the task of transforming the rate of

industrial profit into “rates of wages.” The fact is that trade unions are least able to

execute an economic offensive against profit. Trade unions are nothing more than the

organised  defence  of  labour  power  against  the  attacks  of  profit.  They  express  the

resistance offered by the working class to the oppression of capitalist economy.

On the one hand, trade unions have the function of influencing the situation in the

labour-power  market.  But  this  influence  is  being  constantly  overcome  by  the

proletarianisation  of  the  middle  layers  of  our  society,  a  process  which  continually

brings new merchandise on the labour market. The second function of the trade unions

is to ameliorate the condition of the workers. That is, they attempt to increase the share

of the social wealth going to the working class. This share, however, is being reduced

with the fatality of a natural process by the growth of the productivity of labour. One

does  not  need  to  be  a  Marxist  to  notice  this.  It  suffices  to  read  Rodbertus’  In

Explanation of the Social Question.

In  other  words,  the  objective  conditions  of  capitalist  society  transform  the  two

economic functions of the trade unions into a sort of labour of Sisyphus,[2]  which is,

nevertheless,  indispensable.  For  as  a  result  of  the  activity  of  his  trade  unions,  the

worker succeeds in obtaining for himself the rate of wages due to him in accordance
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with the situation of the labour-power market. As a result of trade union activity, the

capitalist law of wages is applied and the effect of the depressing tendency of economic

development is paralysed, or to be more exact, attenuated.

However,  the  transformation  of  the  trade  union  into  an  instrument  for  the

progressive  reduction  of  profit  in  favour  of  wages  presupposes  the  following  social

conditions;  first,  the  cessation  of  the  proletarianisation of  the  middle  strata  of  our

society; secondly, a stoppage of the growth of productivity of labour. We have in both

cases a return to pre-capitalist conditions,

Co-operatives and trade unions are totally incapable of transforming the capitalist

mode of  production.  This  is  really  understood by Bernstein,  though in  a  confused

manner. For he refers to co-operatives and trade unions as a means of reducing the

profit of the capitalists and thus enriching the workers. In this way, he renounces the

struggle against the capitalist mode of production and attempts to direct the socialist

movement  to  struggle  against  “capitalist  distribution.”  Again  and  again,  Bernstein

refers  to socialism as  an effort  towards a  “just,  juster  and still  more just”  mode of

distribution. (Vorwärts, March 26, 1899).

It cannot be denied that the direct cause leading the popular masses into the socialist

movement is precisely the “unjust” mode of distribution characteristic of capitalism.

When the Social-Democracy struggles for the socialisation of  the entire economy, it

aspires therewith also to a “just” distribution of the social wealth. But, guided by Marx’s

observation that the mode of distribution of a given epoch is a natural consequence of

the mode of production of that epoch, the Social-Democracy does not struggle against

distribution  in  the  framework  of  capitalist  production.  It  struggles  instead  for  the

suppression of the capitalist production itself. In a word, the Social-Democracy wants

to establish the mode of socialist  distribution by suppressing the capitalist  mode of

production.  Bernstein’s  method,  on  the  contrary,  proposes  to  combat  the  capitalist

mode of distribution in the hopes of gradually establishing, in this way, the socialist

mode of production.

What, in that case, is the basis of Bernstein’s program for the reform of society? Does

it find support in definite tendencies of capitalist production? No. In the first place, he

denies such tendencies. In the second place, the socialist transformation of production

is for him the effect and not the cause of distribution. He cannot give his program a

materialist base, because he has already overthrown the aims and the means of  the

movement  for  socialism,  and  therefore  its  economic  conditions.  As  a  result,  he  is

obliged to construct himself an idealist base.

“Why  represent  socialism  as  the  consequence  of  economic  compulsion?”  he
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complains.  “Why  degrade  man’s  understanding,  his  feeling  for  justice,  his  will?”

(Vorwärts,  March  26,  1899).  Bernstein’s  superlatively  just  distribution  is  to  be

attained thanks to man’s free will; man’s will acting not because of economic necessity,

since this will is only an instrument, but because of man’s comprehension of justice,

because of man’s idea of justice.

We thus quite happily return to the principle of justice, to the old war horse on which

the reformers of the earth have rocked for ages, for the lack of surer means of historic

transportation. We return to the lamentable Rosinate on which the Don Quixotes of

history have galloped towards the great reform of the earth, always to come home with

their eyes blackened.

The relation of the poor to the rich, taken as a base for socialism, the principle of co-

operation as the content of socialism, the “most just distribution” as its aim, and the

idea of justice as its only historic legitimisation – with how much more force, more with

and more fire did Weitling defend that sort of socialism fifty years ago. However, that

genius of a tailor did not know scientific socialism. If today, the conception tore into

bits  by  Marx  and  Engels  a  half  century  ago  is  patched  up  and  presented  to  the

proletariat as the last world of social science, that too, is the art of a tailor but it has

nothing of a genius about it.

Trade  unions  and  co-operatives  are  the  economic  support  for  the  theory  of

revisionism. Its principal political condition is the growth of democracy. The present

manifestations of political reaction are to Bernstein only “displacement.” He considers

them accidental,  momentary, and suggests that they are not to be considered in the

elaboration of the general directives of the labour movement.

To Bernstein, democracy is an inevitable stage in the development of society. To him,

as to the bourgeois theoreticians of liberalism, democracy is the great fundamental law

of historic development, the realisation of which is served by all the forces of political

life. However, Bernstein’s thesis is completely false. Presented in this absolute force, it

appears as a petty-bourgeois vulgarisation of results of a very short phase of bourgeois

development,  the  last  twenty-five  or  thirty  years.  We  reach  entirely  different

conclusions when we examine the historic development of democracy a little closer and

consider, at the same time, the general political history of capitalism.

Democracy  has  been found in the most  dissimilar  social  formations:  in  primitive

communist groups, in the slave states of antiquity and in medieval communes. And

similarly,  absolutism and  constitutional  monarchy  are  to  be  found under  the  most

varied  economic  orders.  When  capitalism  began,  with  the  first  production  of

commodities, it resorted to a democratic constitution in the municipal-communes of
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the  Middle  Ages.  Later,  when  it  developed  to  manufacturing,  capitalism  found  its

corresponding  political  form  in  the  absolute  monarchy.  Finally,  as  a  developed

industrial economy, it brought into being in France the democratic republic of 1793, the

absolute  monarchy  of  Napoleon  I,  the  nobles’  monarchy  of  the  Restoration  period

(1850-1830), the bourgeois constitutional monarchy of Louis-Philippe, then again the

democratic republic,  and against the monarchy of  Napoleon III,  and finally,  for the

third time, the Republic.

In Germany,  the only truly democratic  institution – universal  suffrage – is  not a

conquest  won  by  bourgeois  liberalism.  Universal  suffrage  in  Germany  was  an

instrument for the fusion of the small States.  It is only in this sense that it has any

importance for the development of the German bourgeoisie, which is otherwise quite

satisfied with semi-feudal constitutional monarchy. In Russia, capitalism prospered for

a long time under the regime of oriental absolutism, without having the bourgeoisie

manifest  the least desire in the world to introduce democracy. In Austria,  universal

suffrage was above all a safety line thrown to a foundering and decomposing monarchy.

In  Belgium,  the  conquest  of  universal  suffrage  by  the  labour  movement  was

undoubtedly  due  to  the  weakness  of  the  local  militarism,  and  consequently  to  the

special geographic and political  situation of the country.  But we have here a “bit of

democracy” that has been won not by the bourgeoisie but against it.

The  uninterrupted  victory  of  democracy,  which  to  our  revisionism  as  well  as  to

bourgeois  liberalism,  appears  as  a  great  fundamental  law  of  human  history  and,

especially,  modern history  is  shown upon closer  examination to  be  a  phantom.  No

absolute and general relation can be constructed between capitalist development and

democracy. The political form of a given country is always the result of the composite of

all the existing political factors, domestic as well as foreign. It admits within its limits

all variations of the scale from absolute monarchy to the democratic republic.

We must abandon, therefore, all hope of establishing democracy as a general law of

historical development even within the framework of modern society. Turning to the

present phase of bourgeois society, we observe here, too, political factors which, instead

of assuring the realisation of  Bernstein’s schema, led rather to the abandonment by

bourgeois society of the democratic conquests won up to now.

Democratic institutions – and this is of the greatest significance – have completely

exhausted their function as aids in the development of bourgeois society. In so far as

they were necessary to bring about the fusion of small States and the creation of large

modern States (Germany, Italy), they are no longer indispensable at present. Economic

development has meanwhile effected an internal organic cicatrisation.
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The same thing can be said concerning the transformation of the entire political and

administrative  State  machinery  from feudal  or  semi-feudal  mechanism to  capitalist

mechanism.  While  this  transformation  has  been  historically  inseparable  from  the

development of democracy, it has been realised today to such an extent that the purely

democratic “ingredients” of society, such as universal suffrage and the republican State

form, may be suppressed without having the administration, the State finances, or the

military organisation find it necessary to return to the forms they had before the March

Revolution.[3]

If liberalism as such is now absolutely useless to bourgeois society it has become, on

the other hand, a direct impediment to capitalism from other standpoints. Two factors

dominate completely the political life of contemporary States: world politics and the

labour movement.  Each is  only a  different  aspect  of  the  present  phase of  capitalist

development.

As  a  result  of  the  development  of  the  world  economy  and  the  aggravation  and

generalisation of  competition on the world market,  militarism and the policy of  big

navies have become, as instruments of world politics, a decisive factor in the interior as

well  as  in  the  exterior  life  of  the  great  States.  If  it  is  true  that  world  politics  and

militarism  represent  a  rising  tendency  in  the  present  phase  of  capitalism,  then

bourgeois democracy must logically move in a descending line.

In  Germany  the  era  of  great  armament,  began  in  1893,  and the  policy  of  world

politics inaugurated with the seizure of Kiao-Cheou were paid for immediately with the

following sacrificial victim: the decomposition of liberalism, the deflation of the Centre

Party,  which  passed  from  opposition  to  government.  The  recent  elections  to  the

Reichstag of 1907 unrolling under the sign of the German colonial policy were, at the

same time, the historical burial of German liberalism.

If foreign politics push the bourgeoisie into the arms of reaction this is no less true

about domestic politics – thanks to the rise of the working class. Bernstein shows that

he  recognises  this  when he  makes  the  social-democratic  “legend,”  which  “wants  to

swallow  everything”  –  in  other  words,  the  socialist  efforts  of  the  working  class  –

responsible for the desertion of the liberal bourgeoisie. He advises the proletariat to

disavow its socialist aim so that the mortally frightened liberals might come out of the

mousehole of  reaction. Making the suppression of the socialist labour movement an

essential condition for the preservation of bourgeois democracy, he proves in a striking

manner that this democracy is in complete contradiction with the inner tendency of

development of  the  present  society.  He proves,  at  the  same time,  that  the  socialist

movement is itself a direct product of this tendency.
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But he proves, at the same time, still another thing. By making the denouncement of

the socialist aim an essential condition of the resurrection of bourgeois democracy, he

shows how inexact is the claim that bourgeois democracy is an indispensable condition

of the socialist movement and the victory of socialism. Bernstein’s reasoning exhausts

itself in a vicious circle. His conclusion swallows his premises.

The solution is quite simple. In view of that fact that bourgeois liberalism has given

up its ghost from fear of the growing labour movement and its final aim, we conclude

that the socialist labour movement is today the only support for that which is not the

goal of the socialist movement – democracy. We must conclude that democracy can

have  no  support.  We  must  conclude  that  the  socialist  movement  is  not  bound  to

bourgeois democracy but that, on the contrary, the fate of democracy is bound up with

the socialist movement. We must conclude from this that democracy does not acquire

greater chances of survival, as the socialist movement becomes sufficiently strong to

struggle  against  the  reactionary  consequences  of  world  politics  and  the  bourgeois

desertion  of  democracy.  He  who  would  strengthen  democracy  should  want  to

strengthen and not weaken the socialist movement. He who renounces the struggle for

socialism renounces both the labour movement and democracy.

[2] The mythological king of Corinth who was condemned to roll a huge stone to the top of a hill.
It constantly rolled back down against making his task incessant.

[3] The German revolution of 1848, which struck an effective blow against the feudal institutions
in Germany.

Next: Chap.8: Conquest of Political Power

Reform or Revolution

Last updated on: 21 July 2010
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part Two

Chapter VIII

The fate of democracy is bound up, we have seen, with the fate of the labour movement.

But does the development of democracy render superfluous or impossible a proletarian

revolution, that is, the conquest of political power by the workers?

Bernstein settles the question by weighing minutely the good and bad sides of social

reform and social revolution. He does it almost in the same manner in which cinnamon

or pepper is weighed out in a consumers’  co-operative store. He sees the legislative

course of historic development as the action of “intelligence,” while the revolutionary

course of historic development is for him the action of “feeling.” Reformist activity, he

recognises  as  a  slow  method  of  historic  progress,  revolution  as  a  rapid  method  of

progress. In legislation he sees a methodical force; in revolution, a spontaneous force.

We have known for a long time that the petty-bourgeoisie reformer finds “good” and

“bad” sides in everything. He nibbles a bit at all grasses. But the real course of events is

little affected by such combination. The carefully gathered little pile of the “good sides”

of all things possible collapses at the first filip of history. Historically, legislative reform

and the revolutionary method function in accordance with influences that are much

more  profound  than  the  consideration  of  the  advantages  or  inconveniences  of  one

method or another.

In  the  history  of  bourgeois  society,  legislative  reform  served  to  strengthen

progressively  the  rising  class  till  the  latter  was  sufficiently  strong  to  seize  political

power,  to  suppress  the  existing  juridical  system and to  construct  itself  a  new  one.

Bernstein, thundering against the conquest of political power as a theory of Blanquist

violence, has the misfortune of labelling as a Blanquist error that which has always been

the pivot and the motive force of human history. From the first appearance of class
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societies having the class struggle as the essential content of their history, the conquest

of political power has been the aim of all rising classes. Here is the starting point and

end of every historic period. This can be seen in the long struggle of the Latin peasantry

against the financiers and nobility  of  ancient Rome, in the struggle of the medieval

nobility against the bishops and in the struggle of the artisans against the nobles, in the

cities of the Middle Ages. In modern times, we see it in the struggle of the bourgeoisie

against feudalism.

Legislative reform and revolution are not different methods of historic development

that can be picked out at the pleasure from the counter of history, just as one chooses

hot  or  cold sausages.  Legislative  reform and revolution are  different  factors  in  the

development of class society. They condition and complement each other, and are at the

same time reciprocally exclusive, as are the north and south poles, the bourgeoisie and

proletariat.

Every  legal  constitution  is  the  product  of  a  revolution.  In  the  history  of  classes,

revolution is the act of political creation, while legislation is the political expression of

the life of a society that has already come into being. Work for reform does not contain

its  own  force  independent  from  revolution.  During  every  historic  period,  work  for

reforms  is  carried  on  only  in  the  direction  given  to  it  by  the  impetus  of  the  last

revolution and continues as long as the impulsion from the last revolution continues to

make itself felt. Or, to put it more concretely, in each historic period work for reforms is

carried on only in the framework of the social form created by the last revolution. Here

is the kernel of the problem.

It is contrary to history to represent work for reforms as a long-drawn out revolution

and  revolution  as  a  condensed  series  of  reforms.  A  social  transformation  and  a

legislative  reform  do  not  differ  according  to  their  duration  but  according  to  their

content. The secret of historic change through the utilisation of political power resides

precisely in the transformation of simple quantitative modification into a new quality,

or to speak more concretely, in the passage of an historic period from one given form of

society to another.

That is why people who pronounce themselves in favour of the method of legislative

reform in place and in contradistinction to the conquest of political power and social

revolution, do not really choose a more tranquil, calmer and slower road to the same

goal,  but a different  goal.  Instead of taking a  stand for  the establishment of  a  new

society they take a stand for surface modifications of the old society. If we follow the

political conceptions of revisionism, we arrive at the same conclusion that is reached

when we follow the economic theories of revisionism. Our program becomes not the

realisation of socialism, but the reform of capitalism; not the suppression of the wage
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labour system but the diminution of exploitation, that is, the suppression of the abuses

of capitalism instead of suppression of capitalism itself.

Does the reciprocal role of legislative reform and revolution apply only to the class

struggle  of  the  past?  It  is  possible  that  now,  as  a  result  of  the  development  of  the

bourgeois juridical system, the function of moving society from one historic phase to

another  belongs  to  legislative  reform  and  that  the  conquest  of  State  power  by  the

proletariat has really become “an empty phrase,” as Bernstein puts it?

The  very  opposite  is  true.  What  distinguishes  bourgeois  society  from other  class

societies – from ancient society and from the social order of the Middle Ages? Precisely

the fact that class domination does not rest on “acquired rights” but on real economic

relations – the fact that wage labour is not a juridical relation, but purely an economic

relation.  In  our  juridical  system  there  is  not  a  single  legal  formula  for  the  class

domination of today. The few remaining traces of such formulae of class domination

are (as that concerning servants), survivals of feudal society.

How can wage slavery  be  suppressed the “legislative  way,”  if  wage slavery  is  not

expressed  the  laws?  Bernstein,  who  would  do  away  with  capitalism  by  means  of

legislative reforms, finds himself in the same situation s Uspensky’s Russian policeman

who said: “Quickly I seized the rascal by the collar! But what do I see? The confounded

fellow has no collar!” And that is precisely Bernstein’s difficulty.

“All previous societies were based on an antagonism between an oppressing class and

an oppressed class” (Communist Manifesto). But in the preceding phases of modern

society, this antagonism was expressed in distinctly determined juridical relations and

could, especially because of that, accord, to a certain extent, a place to new relations

within the framework of the old. “In the midst of serfdom, the serf raised himself to the

rank of a member of the town community” (Communist Manifesto). How was that

made possible? It was made possible by the progressive of all feudal privileges in the

environs of the city: the corvée, the right to special dress, the inheritance tax, the lord’s

claim  to  the  best  cattle,  the  personal  levy,  marriage  under  duress,  the  right  to

succession, etc., which all together constituted serfdom.

In the same way, the small bourgeoisie of the Middle Ages succeeded in raising itself,

while  it  was  still  under  the  yoke  of  feudal  absolutism,  to  the  rank  of  bourgeoisie

(Communist  Manifesto).  By  what  means?  By  means  of  the  formal  partial

suppression  or  complete  loosening  of  the  corporative  bonds,  by  the  progressive

transformation of the fiscal administration and of the army.

Consequently, when we consider the question from the abstract viewpoint, not from

the historic viewpoint, we can imagine  (in view of the former class relations) a legal
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passage, according to the reformist method, from feudal society to bourgeois society.

But what do we see in reality? In reality,  we see that legal reforms not only do not

obviate the seizure of  political  power  by  the bourgeoisie  but have,  on the contrary,

prepared for it and led to it. A formal social-political transformation was indispensable

for the abolition of slavery as well as for the complete suppression of feudalism.

But the situation is entirely different now. No law obliges the proletariat to submit

itself to the yoke of capitalism. Poverty, the lack of means of production, obliges the

proletariat to submit itself to the yoke of capitalism. And no law in the world can give to

the proletariat the means of production while it remains in the framework of bourgeois

society,  for  not laws but economic development have torn the means of  production

from the producers’ possession.

And neither is the exploitation inside the system of wage labour based on laws. The

level of wages is not fixed by legislation but by economic factors. The phenomenon of

capitalist exploitation does not rest on a legal disposition but on the purely economic

fact that labour power plays in this exploitation the role of a merchandise possessing,

among other characteristics, the agreeable quality of producing value – more than the

value it  consumes in the form of  the labourer’s  means of  subsistence.  In short,  the

fundamental relations of the domination of the capitalist class cannot be transformed

by  means  of  legislative  reforms,  on  the  basis  of  capitalist  society,  because  these

relations have not been introduced by bourgeois laws, nor have they received the form

of  such laws.  Apparently,  Bernstein  is  not  aware  of  this  for  he  speaks  of  “socialist

reforms.” On the other hand, he seems to express implicit recognition of this when he

writes, on page 10 of his book, “the economic motive acts freely today, while formerly it

was masked by all kinds of relations of domination by all sorts of ideology.”

It is one of the peculiarities of the capitalist order that within it all the elements of the

future society first assume, in their development, a form not approaching socialism but,

on the contrary, a form moving more and more away from socialism. Production takes

on  a  progressively  increasing  social  character.  But  under  what  form  is  the  social

character of capitalist production expressed? It is expressed in the form of the large

enterprise,  in  the  form  of  the  shareholding  concern,  the  cartel,  within  which  the

capitalist  antagonisms,  capitalist  exploitation,  the  oppression  of  labour-power,  are

augmented to the extreme.

In  the  army,  capitalist  development  leads  to  the  extension  of  obligatory  military

service to the reduction of the time of service and consequently to a material approach

to a popular militia. But all of this takes place under the form of modern militarism in

which the domination of the people by the militarist State and the class character of the

State manifest themselves most clearly.
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In  the  field  of  political  relations,  the  development  of  democracy  brings  –  in  the

measure  that  it  finds  a  favourable  soil  –  the  participation  of  all  popular  strata  in

political  life  and,  consequently,  some sort  of  “people’s  State.”  But  this  participation

takes the form of  bourgeois  parliamentarism, in  which class antagonisms and class

domination are not done away with, but are, on the contrary, displayed in the open.

Exactly  because  capitalist  development  moves  through  these  contradictions,  it  is

necessary to extract the kernel of socialist society from its capitalist shell. Exactly for

this  reason  must  the  proletariat  seize  political  power  and  suppress  completely  the

capitalist system.

Of course, Bernstein draws other conclusions. If the development of democracy leads

to  the  aggravation  and  not  to  the  lessening  of  capitalist  antagonisms,  “the  Social-

Democracy,” he answers us, “in order not to render its task more difficult, must by all

means try to stop social reforms and the extension of democratic institutions,” (page

71). Indeed, that would be the right thing to do if the Social-Democracy found to its

taste, in the petty-bourgeois manner, the futile task of picking for itself all the good

sides of history and rejecting the bad sides of history. However, in that case, it should at

the same time “try to stop” capitalism in general, for there is not doubt that latter is the

rascal  placing  all  these  obstacles  in  the  way  of  socialism.  But  capitalism  furnishes

besides the obstacles  also the only possibilities  of realising the socialist programme.

The same can be said about democracy.

If democracy has become superfluous or annoying to the bourgeoisie,  it  is on the

contrary  necessary  and  indispensable  to  the  working  class.  It  is  necessary  to  the

working  class  because  it  creates  the  political  forms  (autonomous  administration,

electoral  rights,  etc.)  which  will  serve  the  proletariat  as  fulcrums  in  its  task  of

transforming  bourgeois  society.  Democracy  is  indispensable  to  the  working  class

because  only  through  the  exercise  of  its  democratic  rights,  in  the  struggle  for

democracy, can the proletariat become aware of its class interests and its historic task.

In  a  word,  democracy  is  indispensable  not  because  it  renders  superfluous  the

conquest of political power by the proletariat but because it renders this conquest of

power  both  necessary  and  possible.  When  Engels,  in  his  preface  to  the  Class

Struggles in France, revised the tactics of the modern labour movement and urged

the legal struggle as opposed to the barricades, he did not have in mind – this comes

out of every line of the preface – the question of a definite conquest of political power,

but  the contemporary daily  struggle.  He did not have in mind the attitude that the

proletariat must take toward the capitalist State at the time of the seizure of power but

the attitude of the proletariat while in the bounds of the capitalist State. Engels was

giving directions to the proletariat oppressed, and not to the proletariat victorious.

Rosa Luxemburg: Reform or Revolution (Chap.8) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1900/reform-revolution/ch0...

5 of 8 9/20/2018, 9:16 PM



On the other hand, Marx’s well known sentence on the agrarian question in England

(Bernstein leans on it heavily), in which he says: “We shall probably succeed easier by

buying the estates of the landlords,” does not refer to the stand of the proletariat before,

but after its victory. For there evidently can be a question of buying the property of

the old dominant class only when the workers are in power. The possibility envisaged

by Marx is that of the pacific exercise of the dictatorship of the proletariat and not

the replacement of the dictatorship with capitalist social reforms. There was no doubt

for  Marx and Engels  about  the necessity of  having the proletariat  conquer political

power. It is left to Bernstein to consider the poultry-yard of bourgeois parliamentarism

as  the  organ  by  means  of  which  we  are  to  realise  the  most  formidable  social

transformation of history, the passage from capitalist society to socialism.

Bernstein  introduces  his  theory  by  warning  the  proletariat  against  the  danger  of

acquiring power too early. That is, according to Bernstein, the proletariat ought to leave

the bourgeois society in its present condition and itself suffer a frightful defeat. If the

proletariat  came  to  power,  it  could  draw  from  Bernstein’s  theory  the  following

“practical” conclusion: to go to sleep. His theory condemns the proletariat at the most

decisive moments of the struggle, to inactivity, to a passive betrayal of its own cause.

Our programme would be a miserable scrap of paper if it could not serve us in all

eventualities, at all moments of the struggle and if it did not serve us by its application

and not by its non-application. If our programme contains the formula of the historical

development of society from capitalism to socialism, it must also formulate, in all its

characteristic fundamentals, all the transitory phases of this development and it should,

consequently, be able to indicate to the proletariat what ought to be its corresponding

action at every moment on the road toward socialism. There can be no time for the

proletariat when it will be obliged to abandon its programme or be abandoned by it.

Practically,  this  is  manifested  in  the  fact  that  there  can  be  no  time  when  the

proletariat,  placed in power by the force of events,  is  not in the condition or is not

morally obliged to take certain measures for the realisation of its programme, that is,

take  transitory  measures  in  the  direction  of  socialism.  Behind  the  belief  that  the

socialist  programme can collapse completely at  any point  of  the  dictatorship of  the

proletariat lurks the other belief that the socialist programme is generally and at all

times, unrealisable.

And  what  if  the  transitory  measures  are  premature?  The  question  hides  a  great

number of mistaken ideas concerning the real course of a social transformation.

In the first place, the seizure of political power by the proletariat, that is to say by a

large popular class, is not produced artificially. It presupposes (with the exception of
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such cases as the Paris Commune, when the proletariat did not obtain power after a

conscious struggle for its goal but fell into its hands like a good thing abandoned by

everybody else) a definite degree of maturity of economic and political relations. Here

we have the essential difference between coups d’etat along Blanqui’s conception which

are  accomplished  by  an  “active  minority”  and  burst  out  like  pistol  shot,  always

inopportunely, and the conquest of political power by a great conscious popular mass

which can only be the product of the decomposition of bourgeois society and therefore

bears in itself the economic and political legitimisation of its opportune appearance.

If,  therefore, considered from the angle of political effect the conquest of political

power by the working class cannot materialise itself “too early” then from the angle of

conservation of power, the premature revolution, the thought of which keeps Bernstein

awake,  menaces  us  like  a  sword  of  Damocles.  Against  that  neither  prayers  nor

supplication, neither scares nor any amount of anguish, are of any avail. And this for

two very simple reasons.

In the first place, it is impossible to imagine that a transformation as formidable as

the passage from capitalist society to socialist society can be realised in one happy act.

To consider that as possible is,  again, to lend colour to conceptions that are clearly

Blanquist. The socialist transformation supposes a long and stubborn struggle, in the

course of which, it is quite probable the proletariat will be repulsed more than once so

that for the first time, from the viewpoint of the final outcome of the struggle, it will

have necessarily come to power “too early.”

In the second place, it will be impossible to avoid the “premature” conquest of State

power by the proletariat precisely because these “premature” attacks of the proletariat

constitute a factor and indeed a very important factor, creating the political conditions

of  the final  victory.  In  the course of  the political  crisis  accompanying its  seizure  of

power, in the course of the long and stubborn struggles, the proletariat will acquire the

degree of political maturity permitting it to obtain in time a definitive victory of the

revolution. Thus these “premature” attacks of the proletariat against the State power

are in themselves important historic factors helping to provoke and determine the point

of  the  definite  victory.  Considered  from  this  viewpoint,  the  idea  of  a  “premature”

conquest of political power by the labouring class appears to be a polemic absurdity

derived from a mechanical conception of the development of society, and positing for

the victory of  the  class struggle a  point fixed outside  and independent of  the  class

struggle.

Since the proletariat  is  not  in the position to seize  power in  any other way than

“prematurely,” since the proletariat is absolutely obliged to seize power once or several

times “too early” before it can maintain itself in power for good, the objection to the
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“premature” conquest of power is at bottom nothing more than a general opposition

to the aspiration of the proletariat to possess itself of State power.  Just  as all

roads lead to Rome so too do we logically arrive at the conclusion that the revisionist

proposal to slight the final aim of the socialist movement is really a recommendation to

renounce the socialist movement itself.

Next: Chap.9: Collapse

Reform or Revolution
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part Two

Chapter IX

Bernstein  began his  revision of  the  Social-Democracy  by  abandoning  the  theory  of

capitalist collapse. The latter, however, is the corner-stone of scientific socialism. By

rejecting it Bernstein also rejects the whole doctrine of socialism. In the course of his

discussion, he abandons one after another of the positions of socialism in order to be

able to maintain his first affirmation.

Without  the  collapse  of  capitalism  the  expropriation  of  the  capitalist  class  is

impossible.  Bernstein  therefore  renounces  expropriation  and  chooses  a  progressive

realisation of the “co-operative principle” as the aim of the labour movement.

But  co-operation  cannot  be  realised  without  capitalist  production.  Bernstein,

therefore,  renounces  the socialisation of  production and merely  proposes to reform

commerce and to develop consumers’ co-operatives.

But the transformation of society through consumers’ co-operatives, even by means

of trade unions, is incompatible with the real material development of capitalist society.

Therefore, Bernstein abandons the materialist conception of history.

But his conception of the march of economic development is incompatible with the

Marxist theory of surplus-value. Therefore, Bernstein abandons the theory of value and

surplus-value and, in this way, the whole economic system of Karl Marx.

But the struggle of the proletariat cannot be carried on without a given final aim and

without an economic base found in the existing society. Bernstein, therefore, abandons

the class struggle and speaks of reconciliation with bourgeois liberalism.

But in a class society, the class struggle is a natural and unavoidable phenomenon.
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Bernstein, therefore, contests even the existence of classes in society. The working class

is  for  him  a  mass  of  individuals,  divided  politically  and  intellectually  but  also

economically. And the bourgeoisie, according to him, does not group itself politically in

accordance with its inner economic interest but only because of exterior pressure from

above and below.

But if there is no economic base for the class struggle and, if consequently, there are

no  classes  in  our  society,  not  only  the  future  but  even  the  past  struggles  of  the

proletariat against the bourgeoisie appear to be impossible and the Social-Democracy

and its successes seem absolutely incomprehensible or they can be understood only as

the  results  of  political  pressure  by  the  government  –  that  is,  not  as  the  natural

consequence of historic development but as the fortuitous consequences of the policy of

the  Hohenzollern  not  as  the  legitimate  offspring  of  capitalist  society  but  as  the

legitimate  offspring  of  capitalist  society  but  as  the  bastard  children  of  reaction.

Rigorously logical, in this respect, Bernstein passes from the materialist conception of

history to the outlook of the Frankfurter Zeitung and the Vossische Zeitung.

After rejecting the socialist criticism of capitalist society, it is easy for Bernstein to

find the present state of affairs satisfactory – at least in a general way. Bernstein does

not  hesitate.  He  discovers  that  at  the  present  time  reaction  is  not  very  strong  in

Germany,  that  “we  cannot  speak  of  political  reaction  in  the  countries  of  western

Europe,” and that in all the countries of the West “the attitude of the bourgeois classes

toward  the  socialist  movement  is  at  most  an  attitude  of  defence  and  not  one  of

oppression,” (Vorwärts, March 26, 1899). Far from becoming worse, the situation of

the  workers  is  getting  better.  Indeed,  the  bourgeoisie  is  politically  progressive  and

morally sane. We cannot speak either of reaction or oppression. It is all for the best in

the best of all possible worlds…

Bernstein thus travels in logical sequence from A to Z. He began by abandoning the

final  aim  and  supposedly  keeping the  movement.  But  as  there  can  be no socialist

movement without a socialist aim he ends by renouncing the movement.

And thus the Bernstein’s conception of socialism collapses entirely. The proud and

admirable  symmetric  construction  of  socialist  thought  becomes  for  him  a  pile  of

rubbish in which the debris of all systems, the pieces of thought of various great and

small minds, find a common resting place. Marx and Proudhon, Leon von Buch and

Franz Oppenheimer, Friedrich Albert Lange and Kant, Herr Prokopovich and R. Ritter

von Neupauer, Herkner, and Schulze-Gävernitz, Lassalle and Professor Julius Wolff: all

contribute  something  to  Bernstein’s  system.  From  each  he  takes  a  little.  There  is

nothing astonishing about that. For when he abandoned scientific socialism he lost the

axis of intellectual crystallisation around which isolated facts group themselves in the
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organic whole of a coherent conception of the world.

His doctrine, composed of bits of all possible systems, seems upon first consideration

to  be  completely  free  from  prejudices.  For  Bernstein  does  not  like  talk  of  “party

science,” or to be more exact, of class science, any more than he likes to talk of class

liberalism  or  class  morality.  He  thinks  he  succeeds  in  expressing  human,  general,

abstract science, abstract liberalism, abstract morality. But since the society of reality is

made  up  of  classes  which  have  diametrically  opposed  interests,  aspirations  and

conceptions, a general  human science in social  questions, an abstract liberalism, an

abstract morality, are at present illusions, pure utopia. The science, the democracy, the

morality, considered by Bernstein as general, human, are merely the dominant science,

dominant  democracy  and  dominant  morality  that  is,  bourgeois  science,  bourgeois

democracy, bourgeois morality.

When Bernstein  rejects  the  economic  doctrine  of  Marx  in  order  to  swear  by  the

teachings of Bretano, Böhm-Bawerk, Jevons, Say and Julius Wolff, he exchanges the

scientific  base  of  the  emancipation  of  the  working  class  for  the  apologetics  of  the

bourgeoisie.  When  he  speaks  of  the  generally  human  character  of  liberalism  and

transforms socialism into a variety of liberalism, he deprives the socialist movement

(generally) of its class character and consequently of its historic content, consequently

of all content; and conversely, recognises the class representing liberalism in history,

the bourgeoisie, as the champion of the general interests of humanity.

And when he  wars  against  “raising  of  the  material  factors  to  the  rank of  an  all-

powerful force of development,” when he protests against the so-called “contempt for

the ideal” that is supposed to rule the Social-Democracy, when he presumes to talk for

idealism, for morals, pronouncing himself at the same time against the only source of

the moral rebirth of the proletariat, a revolutionary class struggle – he does no more

than the following: preach to the working class the quintessence of the morality of the

bourgeoisie, that is, reconciliation with the existing social order and the transfer of the

hopes of the proletariat to the limbo of ethical simulacra.

When he directs his keenest arrows against our dialectic system, he is really attacking

the specific mode of thought employed by the conscious proletariat in its struggle for

liberation. It is an attempt to break the sword that has helped the proletariat to pierce

the darkness of its future. It is an attempt to shatter the intellectual arm with the aid of

which  the  proletariat,  though  materially  under  the  yoke  of  the  bourgeoisie,  is  yet

enabled to triumph over the bourgeoisie. For it is our dialectical system that shows to

the working class the transitory nature of this yoke, proving to workers the inevitability

of their victory and is already realising a revolution in the domain of thought. Saying

good-bye to our system of dialectics and resorting instead to the intellectual see-saw of
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the  well  known “on  the  one  hand –  on  the  other  hand,”  “yes  –  but,”  “although –

however,”  “more – less,”  etc.,  he  quite  logically  lapses into a  mode of thought  that

belongs  historically  to  the  bourgeoisie  in  decline,  being  the  faithful  intellectual

reflection of the social existence and political activity of the bourgeoisie at that stage.

The political “on the one hand – on the other hand,” “yes – but” of the bourgeoisie

today  resembles,  in  a  marked degree,  Bernstein’s  manner  of  thinking  which  is  the

sharpest and surest proof of the bourgeois nature of his conception of the world.

But, as it us used by Bernstein, the word “bourgeois” itself is not a class expression

but  a general  social  notion.  Logical  to the end he has exchanged,  together with his

science, politics, morals and mode of thinking, the historic language of the proletariat

for that of  the bourgeoisie.  When he uses, without distinction, the term “citizen” in

reference to the bourgeois as well as to the proletarian intending, thereby, to refer to

man in general, he identifies man in general with the bourgeois and human society with

bourgeois society.

Next: Chap.10: Opportunism in Theory and Practice

Reform or Revolution
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Rosa Luxemburg

Reform or Revolution

Part Two

Chapter X

Bernstein’s book is  of great importance to the German and the international labour

movement. It is the first attempt to give a theoretic base to the opportunist currents

common in the Social-Democracy.

These currents may be said to have existed for a long time in our movement, if we

take into consideration such sporadic manifestations of opportunism as the question of

subsidisation of steamers. But it is only since about 1890, with the suppression of the

anti-Socialist  laws,  that  we  have  had  a  trend  of  opportunism  of  a  clearly  defined

character. Vollmar’s “State Socialism,” the vote on the Bavarian budget, the “agrarian

socialism”  of  south  Germany,  Heine’s  policy  of  compensation,  Schippel’s  stand  on

tariffs  and  militarism,  are  the  high  points  in  the  development  of  our  opportunist

practice.

What appears to characterise this practice above all? A certain hostility to “theory.”

This  is  quite natural,  for  our  “theory,”  that  is,  the  principles  of  scientific  socialism,

impose clearly marked limitations to practical activity – insofar as it concerns the aims

of this activity, the means used in attaining these aims and the method employed in this

activity.  It is quite natural  for people who run after immediate “practical” results to

want to free themselves from such limitations and to render their practice independent

of our “theory.”

However,  this  outlook  is  refuted  by  every  attempt  to  apply  it  in  reality.  State

socialism, agrarian socialism, the policy of compensation, the question of the army, all

constituted defeats to our opportunism. It is clear that, if this current is to maintain
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itself, it must try to destroy the principles of our theory and elaborate a theory of its

own. Bernstein’s book is precisely an effort in that direction. That is why at Stuttgart all

the  opportunist  elements  in  our  party  immediately  grouped  themselves  around

Bernstein’s banner. If the opportunist currents in the practical activity of our party are

an entirely  natural  phenomenon which can be explained  in  the light  of  the  special

conditions of our activity and its development, Bernstein’s theory is no less natural an

attempt  to  group  these  currents  into  a  general  theoretic  expression,  an  attempt  to

elaborate its own theoretic conditions and the break with scientific socialism. That is

why the published expression of Bernstein’s ideas should be recognised as a theoretic

test for opportunism and as its first scientific legitimisation.

What  was the result  of  this  test?  We have seen the result.  Opportunism is  not  a

position to elaborate a positive theory capable of withstanding criticism. All it can do is

to attack various isolated theses of Marxist theory and, just because Marxist doctrine

constitutes  one  solidly  constructed  edifice,  hope  by  this  means  to  shake  the  entire

system from the top to its foundation.

This shows that opportunist practice is essentially irreconcilable with Marxism. But it

also proves that opportunism is incompatible with socialism (the socialist movement)

in general, that its internal tendency is to push the labour movement into bourgeois

paths, that opportunism tends to paralyse completely the proletarian class struggle. The

latter, considered historically, has evidently nothing to do with Marxist doctrine. For,

before  Marx  and independently  from him,  there  have  been  labour  movements  and

various  socialist  doctrines,  each  of  which,  in  its  way,  was  the  theoretic  expression

corresponding to the conditions of the time, of the struggle of the working class for

emancipation.  The  theory  that  consists  in  basing  socialism on  the  moral  notion  of

justice, on a struggle against the mode of distribution, instead of basing it on a struggle

against the mode of production, the conception of class antagonism as an antagonism

between  the  poor  and  the  rich,  the  effort  to  graft  the  “co-operative  principle”  on

capitalist economy – all the nice notions found in Bernstein’s doctrine – already existed

before  him.  And these  theories  were,  in  their  time,  in  spite  of  their  insufficiency,

effective  theories  of  the  proletarian  class  struggle.  They  were  the  children’s  seven-

league boots thanks to which the proletariat learned to walk upon the scene of history.

But after the development of the class struggle and its reflex in its social conditions

had led to the abandonment of these theories and to the elaboration of the principles of

scientific  socialism, there could be no socialism – at least in Germany – outside of

Marxist socialism and there could be no socialist class struggle outside of the Social-

Democracy.  Form  then  on,  socialism  and  Marxism,  the  proletarian  struggle  for

emancipation and the Social-Democracy, were identical. That is why the return to pre-

Marxist socialist theories no longer signifies today a return to the seven-league boots of
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the childhood of  the  proletariat,  but  a  return to  the  puny worn-out  slippers  of  the

bourgeoisie.

Bernstein’s theory was the first,  and at the same time, the last  attempt to give  a

theoretic  base  to  opportunism.  It  is  the  last,  because  in  Bernstein’s  system,

opportunism has  gone  –  negatively  through its  renunciation  of  scientific  socialism,

positively through its marshalling of every bit of theoretic confusion possible – as far as

it can. In Bernstein’s book, opportunism has crowned its theoretic development (just as

it completed its practical development in the position taken by Schippel on the question

of militarism), and has reached its ultimate conclusion.

Marxist doctrine can not only refute opportunism theoretically. It alone can explain

opportunism as an historic phenomenon in the development of the party. The forward

march of the proletariat, on a world historic scale, to its final victory is not, indeed, “so

simple a thing.” The peculiar character of this movement resides precisely in the fact

that here, for the first time in history, the popular masses themselves, in opposition to

the ruling  classes,  are  to  impose  their  will  but  they  must  effect  this  outside  of  the

present society, beyond the existing society. This will  the masses can only form in a

constant struggle against the existing order. The union of the broad popular masses

with an aim reaching beyond the existing social order, the union of the daily struggle

with  the  great  world  transformation,  that  is  the  task  of  the  Social-Democratic

movement,  which  must  logically  grope  on  its  road  of  development  between  the

following two rocks: abandoning the mass character of the party or abandoning its final

aim falling into bourgeois reformism or into sectarianism, anarchism or opportunism.

In its theoretic arsenal, Marxist doctrine furnished, more than half a century ago,

arms that are effective against both of these two extremes. But because our movement

is a mass movement and because the dangers menacing it are not derived from the

human  brain  but  from  social  conditions,  Marxist  doctrine  could  not  assure  us,  in

advance and once for always, against the anarchist and opportunist  tendencies. The

latter can be overcome only as we pass from the domain of theory to the domain of

practice but only with the help of the arms furnished us by Marx.

“Bourgeois revolutions,” wrote Marx a half century ago, “like those of the

eighteenth century, rush onward rapidly from success to success, their stage

effects  outbid  one  another,  men and  things  seems  to  be  set  in  flaming

brilliants,  ecstasy  is  the  prevailing  spirit;  but  they  are  short-lived,  they

reach  their  climax  speedily  and  then  society  relapses  into  a  long  fit  of

nervous reaction before it learns how to appropriate the fruits of its period

of  feverish excitement.  Proletarian revolutions,  on the  contrary,  such as

those of the nineteenth century, criticise themselves constantly; constantly
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interrupt themselves in their own course; come back to what seems to have

been accomplished, in order to start anew; scorn with cruel thoroughness

the half-measures, weakness and meanness of their first attempts; seem to

throw down their adversary only to enable him to draw fresh strength from

the  earth  and  again  to  rise  up  against  them  in  more  gigantic  stature;

constantly recoil in fear before the undefined monster magnitude of their

own  objects  –  until  finally  that  situation  is  created  which  renders  all

retreats  impossible  and conditions  themselves  cry  out:  ‘Hic  Rhodus,  hic

salta!’  Here  is  the  rose.  And  here  we  must  dance!”  [Eighteenth

Brumaire]

This has remained true even after the elaboration of the doctrine of scientific socialism.

The proletarian movement has not as yet, all at once, become social-democratic, even in

Germany. But it  is  becoming more social-democratic,  surmounting continuously the

extreme deviations of anarchism and opportunism, both of which are only determining

phases of the development of the Social-Democracy, considered as a process.

For these reasons, we must say that the surprising thing here is not the appearance of

an opportunist current but rather its feebleness. As long as it showed itself in isolated

cases  of  the  practical  activity  of  the  party,  one could suppose that  it  had a  serious

political base. But now that it has shown its face in Bernstein’s book, one cannot help

exclaim with astonishment: ”What? Is that all you have to say?” Not the shadow of an

original thought! Not a single idea that was not refuted, crushed, reduced into dust by

Marxism several decades ago!

It was enough for opportunism to speak out to prove it had nothing to say. In the

history of our party that is the only importance of Bernstein’s book.

Thus saying  good-bye to  the mode of  thought  of  the  revolutionary  proletariat,  to

dialectics and to the materialist conception of history, Bernstein can thank them for the

attenuating circumstances they provide for his conversion. For only dialectics and the

materialist  conception  of  history,  magnanimous  as  they  are,  could  make  Bernstein

appear  as  an  unconscious  predestined  instrument,  by  means  of  which  the  rising

working class expresses its momentary weakness but which, upon closer inspection, it

throws aside contemptuously and with pride.

Reform or Revolution
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“The Republic  is  in  danger!  That is  why it  was necessary for a socialist  to become the

bourgeois Minister of Commerce. The Republic is in danger! That is why the socialist had

to remain in the cabinet even after the massacre of the striking workers on the Island of

Martinique  and  in  Chalon.  The  Republic  is  in  danger!  As  a  result,  inquiries  into  the

massacres had to be blocked, the parliamentary investigations of the horrors perpetrated

in the colonies had to be discarded, and the amnesty law accepted.”
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Rosa Luxemburg

Introduction

Introductory Note

This work of Rosa Luxemburg was originally published under the title, The Socialist

Crisis in France in 1900-01 in Neue Zeit, the chief theoretical organ of German social

democracy. It was written during the “Millerand Crisis” in the Second International,

caused by the entry of Alexandre Millerand, the French socialist, into the “cabinet of

republican defense” formed by Waldeck-Rousseau in 1899. This was the first time a

socialist leader had accepted a portfolio in a bourgeois ministry. Supported by Jaurés,

Millerand justified his action on the grounds that the Third Republic was threatened by

a  coup  d’état  from  monarchist  and  nationalist  camps.  Luxemburg’s  brilliant

demonstration that the working class cannot defend its democratic claims by joining

forces with their class enemies has, unfortunately, been of timely interest ever since she

originally wrote it years ago.

The present work was re-issued as a pamphlet by the Communist party in Germany

in  1922  when  the  rank  and  file  of  the  independent  Socialist  party  were  hesitating

between following their leaders into the reformist social democracy (then practising the

same sort of  class collaboration as Millerand and Jaurés had practised two decades

earlier) or breaking away and joining the Third International. “The pamphlet,” writes

Frölich,  editor  of  Luxemburg’s  Collected  Works,  “proved  of  immense  value  in

winning over decisive sections of the Independent Socialist party membership.”

The basic question dealt with here by Luxemburg once more presents itself in the

America of 1939, different in form but identical in content. Today the rationalisaton

advanced  by  the  Stalinists,  the  social  Democrats,  and  the  other  left-wing  fellow-

travellers of the New Deal is neither royalist coups nor Junker plots but the equally

remote threat to our democratic institutions from the armed attack of fascist powers on

other side of the Atlantic. The names and details change, but the essence remains same.

Waldeck-Rousseau must be supported because the Republic is in danger! Ebert and
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Scheidemann must be supported because the Republic is in danger! Franklin Roosevelt

must be supported because the Republic is in danger! Rosa Luxemburg’s remark makes

its first appearance in English at an especially appropriate moment in our history.

Luxemburg’s analysis must be understood in relation to the historical background of

Third Republic at the turn of the century. The republic of 1791 and the republic of 1848

were the children of successful  revolutions, but the Third Republic was born of the

disastrous defeat of the Empire of Napoleon III in the Franco-Prussian War. Its first

move was the suppression of the Paris Commune of 1871 and the mass execution of

some 30,000 Communards. A creation of military defeat, consolidated on the corpses

of the most politically advanced workers of France, the Third Republic was for long a

sickly growth. For the first twenty years, its existence seemed to hang by a thread. For a

time, the monarchists actually had a majority in the National Assembly, and only the

fact that they were split between Legitimists and Orleanists prevented an immediate

overthrow of the Republic. Their influence declined steadily, however, partly because of

the ineptness of  their  leadership but chiefly  because,  as  Luxemburg points  out,  the

Republic  soon  proved  itself  to  be  an  even  better  tool  of  the  bourgeoisie  than  the

monarchy had been.

Although there were constant alarms of monarchist plots and coups the chief danger

to the Republic came not from outside but from its own instability, and especially from

its corruption. A series of terrible governmental scandals, like the Oustric and Stavisky

affairs in our own time, encouraged the reactionaries to hatch conspiracies against the

weakened  Republic.  Typical  was  the  vague  but  threatening  movement  led  by  the

military adventurer, General Boulanger, whose popularity increased as the Republican

politicians  sank  deeper  into  scandal,  and  who  was  looked  to  by  the  monarchist-

nationalist  coalition  as  their  “Man  on  a  White  Horse”.  The  “Wilson  Affair”,  which

involved the son-in-law of the President in selling, among other things, the Legion of

Honor, gave Boulanger a great opportunity, which he let slip. He was finally forced into

exile in 1889, and committed suicide two years later.

Even  more  serious  than  the  Boulanger  affair,  and  in  fact  the  situation  which

Millerand used to justify his entry into a bourgeois ministry, was the long drawn-out

struggle of the Dreyfus Case. “The republic now has a corpse in its house – the Dreyfus

Affair,” Luxemburg wrote, “and since it cannot get rid of it by its own strength, it is in

danger of suffocating in the polluted air.” There is space here for only the salient points

in this long and tortuous business. In 1894 Captain Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish officer of

the General Staff, was convicted by secret court-martial of selling military secrets to a

foreign power and was sent to Devil’s Island for life. It soon became clear to impartial

observers that Dreyfus had been framed in order to hide the guilt of an aristocratic (and
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non-Jewish) fellow officer, and that the highest circles of the Army command had taken

part in the conspiracy. The agitation for his release, led by Zola and Clemenceau, grew

more violent as the Army high command refused to take action, and then, when its

hand was forced, resorted to new frame-ups. The chief of the military intelligence staff

was degraded when he insisted on presenting proofs Dreyfus’ innocence. His successor

complaisantly forged documents to prove Dreyfus’ guilt, and cut his throat when the

forgery was detected. The affair drew ever wider sections of French society into its orbit,

as rabid partisans of one side or the other. Against Dreyfus were ranged the Army, the

Catholic clergy, the monarchists and the old aristocracy. The liberal bourgeoisie and the

section of the socialist movement led by Jaurés came to the defense of Dreyfus. It was

not until Waldeck-Rousseau, one of the ablest leaders the French bourgeoisie has ever

had, became premiert in 1899 that the dangerous tensions of the Affair were somewhat

relaxed by the pardon of Dreyfus.

Another intelligent move of Waldeck Rousseau was to offer the ministry of commerce

in his  “cabinet  of  republican defense” to Millerand.  The excuse Millerand made for

accepting was the monarchist threats over the Dreyfus Case, but, as Luxemburg shows,

this  was – an excuse.  The monarchists  were never a serious threat:  in the national

elections of the year before, they had polled only 12% of the vote, to the 20% polled by

socialist candidates. This latter fact undoubtedly worried Waldeck-Rousseau as much

as the Dreyfus Case. There was also a considerable increase in strikes at this period –

another indication of a growing workers’ movement. The inclusion of Millerand in the

cabinet  –  he  took  his  seat  alongside  General  Gallifet,  the  executioner  of  the

Communards in 1871, who became minister of war – obviously had its utility, to the

Third Republic if not to the Second International. As to what happened once Millerand

was seated alongside General Gallifet at the council table, let the dry phrases of the

Encyclopaedia Britannica tell the story: “His program included the collective ownership

of the means of  production and the international association of  labour but when in

June 1899 he entered Waldeck-Rousseau’s cabinet of ‘republican defense’ as minister of

commerce, he limited himself to practical reforms ... the improvement of the mercantile

marine ... the development of trade ... technical education ... the postal system ...” In a

few year  even Jaurés was  disillusioned and broke sharply with Millerand,  who was

expelled from the Socialist party, as were Briand and Vivian who had followed his path

from the socialist movement into the cabinet. Wise too late, Jaurés denounced all three

as “traitors who had let themselves be used to serve the interests of capitalism”.

But at the time Millerand made his move he did it with the full support of Jaurés. The

result  was  a  crystallization  of  the  right  and  the  left  wings  of  the  French  socialist

movement.  The  majority  were  persuaded by  Jaurés,  ably  backed by  the  oratory  of

Briand and Viviani, to approve Millerand’s step. They formed the French Socialist party
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(Parti Socialist Français) in 1900, around the nucleus of the Independent socialists, a

group of left-wing bourgeois radicals who in 1893 had come out for socialism. In 1901

the Socialist Party of France (Parti Socialist de France) was formed by a merger of the

Socialist Revolutionary party, a Blanquist group led by the Communard Vaillant, and

the French Workers Party, which Jules Guesde, Paul Lafargue, Marx’s son-in-law, and

others  had  founded  in  1880.  If  the  Jaurés  group  could  be  described  by  wits  as

“socialists on leave of absence”, the Guesde group was revolutionary and “Marxist” to

the point of sectarianism.

Jaurés’ reformist and pacifist illusions were all the more tragic because of his great

qualities as a leader of the masses.

“Jaurés  was  the  real  leader  of  the  French  working  class,”  writes  Paul  Frölich.  “He

outstripped the inflexible Marxist, Guesde, in political activity, and quickly took a place in

the leadership of the Second International second only to Bebel. A political leader of great

ability,  he was the best  type of  working class parliamentarian. Although he was not so

deeply rooted in the proletariat as Bebel, he won its confidence with his tireless activity, his

sacrifices, and his undying enthusiasm. But his practise showed a strange contradiction

between a crystal-clear understanding of political tactics and a deep insight into the real

purposes  of  bourgeois politics,  on the one hand,  and,  on the other,  a  childish faith in

bourgeois democracy and a visionary optimism as to the triumph of pacifism.

“A disciple of Kant and Hegel, Jaurés also considered himself a Marxist – though he had

only  glanced  into  the  front  yard  of  Marxism.  He  accepted  historical  materialism,  but

declared that this did not contradict an idealistic interpretation of history ... Lacking all

understanding of the nature of the state, he glorified bourgeois democracy ... At the same

time, he considered himself an opponent of the revisionism of Bernstein, which he rejected

in theory only to accept in practice.  Jaurés  stood for class collaboration, and sought a

common ground on which to reconcile proletariat and bourgeoisie. From this viewpoint,

his experiments in ministerialism seemed highly successful. For Jaurés, the conquest of

one cabinet post after another – that was the conquest of power!”

The line which each wing of the French socialist movement took towards the Dreyfus

Case was characteristic. Guesde and his followers steadfastly refused to take either side

– “ni l’un ni l’autre”,  neither the well-to-do Jewish officer nor the Generals and the

Jesuits.  Why  all  this  fuss  about  a  single  officer  unjustly  condemned  when  30,000

workers had been massacred in 1871 without any bourgeois voice being raised in their

defense? What concern of the workers was this squabble between various sections of

the  exploiting  class?  Jaurés,  on  the  other  hand,  leaped  into  the  fray  and  worked

energetically  alongside Zola and Clemenceau.  He plunged in so deeply,  indeed, and

fought  for  Justice  with  such  simple-hearted  idealism  as  to  make  his  agitation

indistinguishable from that of Clemenceau and the bourgeois liberals.

“Rosa  Luxemburg  accused  both  tendencies,”  writes  Frölich,  “of  failing  to  grasp  the

problem of all proletarian tactics: the relationship between the daily struggle and the final
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goal. The followers of Guesde remained passive and therefore neglected the task of the

hour – the fight  against militarism. The followers of Jaurés sailed in the center of  the

flotilla of one group of the bourgeoisie, fighting under the battleflag, ‘Eternal Truth and

Justice’, without regard for either distance or direction.

“The result was the isolation and exclusion of one Socialist party from the political life of

the  country,  and  the  binding  of  the  destinies  of  the  other  to  those  of  the  bourgeois

Republicans.  Thus  the split  in  the  socialist  movement  grew still  wider.  Further  effects

were: ministerialism, Millerand’s coalition politics, the bankruptcy of the Socialist party

and its policy, and the withdrawal of disillusioned proletarian masses from the political

arena.”

Dwight MACDONALD

The Socialist Crisis in France

Last updated on: 29.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part I

Jaurès and his adherents justified Millerand’s entry into the Cabinet on three grounds:

The Republic must be defended. It would be possible to put through social reforms of

benefit  to  the  working class.  And,  finally,  the  development of  capitalist  society  into

socialism must give birth to a transition period in which the political power is wielded

in common by the bourgeoisie and the proletariat and finds its outward expression in

the participation of socialists in the government.

After a time, the reference to the defense of the Republic became the chief argument.

The Republic is in danger! That is why it was necessary for a socialist to become the

bourgeois Minister of Commerce. The Republic is in danger! That is why the socialist

had to remain in the cabinet even after the massacre of the striking workers on the

Island of Martinique and in Chalon. The Republic is in danger! As a result, inquiries

into the massacres had to be blocked, the parliamentary investigations of the horrors

perpetrated in the colonies had to be discarded, and the amnesty law accepted. All acts

of the government, all positions and votes of the socialists are based upon a concern for

the threatened Republic  and its  defense.  It  is  time to  analyze  the  situation calmly,

undisturbed by the uproar of the daily struggle and its slogans. It is time to answer the

question: just what do this danger and this defense consist of?

Despite violent class and party struggles, we do not hear of dangers threatening the

republican  form  of  government  in  the  United  States  of  America.  This  is  entirely

understandable, since the republic in America was won simultaneously with national

independence.  The  Americans  have  never  experienced  monarchal  rule  as  an

independent nation. In France, on the contrary, the fears for the welfare of the Republic

appear just as understandable, since it was twice established through violent struggle,

only to be twice, after a short existence, overthrown by the monarchy. We, therefore,

have these past experiences casting their ominous shadows on the present situation –

shadows which conceal the vistas of historical development that lie between past and
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present.

Coup d’état : 1799 and 1851

Although the two Napoleonic coups d’état – the Eighteenth Brumaire of 1799[1]  and

December  2nd  of  1851  [2]  –  were  produced  by  specific  and  immediate  political

situations, their roots went far below this surface. The First and the Second Empires

alike were the direct products of preceding revolutions. They marked the extreme point

of rest of the receding revolutionary wave and were supported in both cases by two

powerful classes of bourgeois society, the big bourgeoisie and the peasantry.

In the Eighteenth Brumaire, we have a bourgeoisie in the period of the revolution’s

ascent, seeking to check it and lead it back to its starting point in order to strangle it,

because  it  had  been  carried  beyond the  point  they  fixed  for  it  –  the  creation  of  a

constitutional bourgeois state – and was threatening the very foundations of this state.

Hand in hand with this bourgeoisie went a peasantry, liberated and in possession of the

land, fearing every new change as much as the return of the old regime, and anxious to

consolidate its conquests through a government that was hostile to both the revolution

and the  legitimate  monarchy.  Facing  these  two classes  across  the barricades  was  a

working  class  which during  its  short  rule  had  frightened the petty  bourgeoisie  and

driven it into the arms of reaction, but at the same time had shown that it did not yet

possess an independent, practical program of action and had, therefore, been grinding

itself to pieces in the revolutionary struggles. Finally, the threat offered by the anti-

Jacobin coalition of feudal-reactionary Europe caused the internal contradictions and

struggles  to  be  pushed  into  the  background  and concentrated  everything  upon  the

necessity for a strong, external front.

In the coup d’état of December 2, 1851, we have a bourgeoisie in power, which, like

the big landowners, is frightened by the revolutionary uprising of the proletariat and

the  petty  bourgeoisie.  It  secures  the  help  of  the  petty  bourgeoisie  to  trample  the

proletariat underfoot in the June massacre, and then, in order to finish with the petty

bourgeoisie,  strengthens the state  power more and more at  the  expense of  popular

representation. In doing this, it finally places its own neck in the noose, with the greater

resignation since it, from the beginning, is monarchically minded, and only finds fault

with the monarchy of Bonaparte because it would have preferred that of the house of

Orleans or the Bourbons. Next to this bourgeoisie, we have a peasantry, which has been

devoted to the Napoleon tradition since the First Empire. In the Second it sees a means

of establishing order with the bayonets of the army, and of controlling the turbulent city

population it hates and fears.
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The pattern of the coup d’état is, therefore, the same in both cases: on the one hand,

the positive economic and political interests of the dominant classes in society tied to

the monarchy; on the other, the working class, by now rendered incapable of action, as

the only real republican force. Finally, in both cases, the monarchy finds its foundation

prepared in advance by the march of the counter-revolution, which has already created

posts combining the supreme civil and military powers: the life-long consulships and

the plebiscite-elected President.[3] Whatever the coup d’état conquered, therefore, had

already dropped into the lap of the Republic as a ripe fruit of the counter-revolution.

The coup d’état did not establish a new state of affairs. It merely recognized the new

situation and gave it its name.

The Bourgeois Republic

The events in France during the Dreyfus affair were fundamentally different. Those who

interpreted the treason of certain generals and the rise of the Nationalists. as omens of

a third coup d’état modelled after the two previous ones, disregarded the entire social

development of France in the last thirty years. The profound alterations in the social

structure of France during this period may be summed up as follows. In 1799 and in

1851, the Republic was arrested and executed by the coup d’état before it had a chance

to rid itself of its revolutionary baggage. The Third Republic, however, has been able to

last long enough to enter a normal period of existence and prove to the bourgeoisie that

it knows how to adapt itself to their interests, and much better than any monarchy in

the world could possibly do.

The main body of the bourgeoisie achieved undivided political rule for the first time

in  the  Third  Republic  and,  has  wielded  it  since  the  end  of  the  1870’s  almost

continuously  through  the  cabinets  and  parliamentary  majorities  of  the  opportunist

petty-bourgeois  parties.  The  French  colonial  policy  and  militarism,  as  well  as  the

resulting  gigantic  state  debt,  have  shown  to  the  bourgeoisie  that  the  Republic  can

compete with any monarchy in these most lucrative projects of the bourgeoisie. The

Panama Canal and the South Railroad affairs[4] have finally proved that Parliament and

the Republican administration are tools no less adaptable to the lords of high finance

than the political apparatus of the Orleanist monarchy.

The  Third  Republic,  furthermore,  has  proved  to  be  fertile  soil  for  the  petty

bourgeoisie. A huge crop of small state creditors and state officials sprang up from the

growing  national  debt  and  the  continuously  expanding  bureaucracy.  The  entire

existence of this army was dependent upon the peaceful stability of the Republic.
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And finally,  the  Republic’s  oldest and most bitter  enemies,  the landowners  – the

small  and  even  more  the  big  –  have  been  showered  with  golden  fruits  from  the

Republic’s horn of plenty. If, at the time of the coup d’état of the second Napoleon, one

section of the peasantry was already progressive enough to break with monarchal rule

in  a  series  of  brutally  suppressed revolts,  it  now had abundant  opportunity  to  still

further revise its views of the Republic. A whole series of important measures have been

carried  through  in  the  last  two  decades  that  benefited  most  directly  the  wealthier

peasants, the old support of Bonapartism. The reduction of land taxes alone since 1897

amounts to nearly 25 million francs. Despite the great increase of the government’s net

income, the tax burden of the landowners has decreased by one-sixth! The system of

protective tariffs, particularly on cattle and grain, has above all added to the wealth of

the landowners. Then there are the additional expenditures of hundreds of millions of

francs for technical improvement, for the construction of roads, further reduction of

freight rates on the products of the soil, etc.

In general, we note the nearly complete cessation of effective social reforms and the

trend towards drawing the state income almost entirely from indirect taxes which bear

most  heavily  on  the  masses.  Between  1865  and  1897,  while  the  population  has

remained constant, the income from the tariff has increased 183%, the proceeds of the

tobacco monopoly by 49%, liquor taxes by 84%. All of this indicates a very obvious

material gain for all the possessing classes, the costs of which are largely borne by the

only non-possessing class – the proletariat.

It must be added that the Republic in its foreign affairs, was in its internal policies,

gives ample proof of its usefulness by its alliance with Czarist Russia, the chieftain of

European reaction. Once its greatest enemy, Russia today is the Republic’s benevolent

patron and ally.

The last thirty years have not passed over the stage of history without leaving their

mark.  They  have  transformed  the  Third  Republic  from the  much-feared  spectre  of

revolutionary upheaval into the normal form of existence of bourgeois society.

Today the Republic has the support of the main body of the bourgeoisie and of the

peasantry – the suspicions of this one-time chief opponent having been disarmed by

the Republic’s proving itself a kindly protector. And the working class too, still loyal

despite its being treated like a step-child, is no longer the same as in the days of the first

and  second  coups  d’état.  Politically  trained,  clarified,  organized,  even  if  split  into

factions, the socialist proletariat of France, whose parties polled nearly a million votes

in the last elections to the Chamber, commands respect today as firm bulwark of the

Republic.
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Grand Alliance in Bedlam

It is clear that in this milieu monarchism is reduced to a wholly different role than it

formerly played. During the Dreyfus affair, everybody regarded the nationalist camp as

the headquarters of the coup d’état purely because of the slogans of the daily struggle,

even as every reactionary like Méline, Barthous, or Ribot was considered a monarchist

without further thought. Closer and calmer examination, however, revealed that the

Nationalists  presented anything but an internally  united and homogeneous political

front. On the contrary, this camp was rather a rendezvous of heterogeneous elements

with the most varied goals and interests.[5]

In the center, we see the compromised top ranks of the army, the general staff, and

its  adherents.  It  is  true  that  these,  in  their  fear  of  being  called  to  trial  before  the

Republican  civil  authorities,  were  driven  to  rebel  against  this  authority.  But

fundamentally, they have no serious interest in the reconstitution of the monarchy. On

the contrary, it was just in the Third Republic that the army was glorified as never in

the past, because of the spread of an idiotic chauvinist cult and through various reforms

and special privileges. And the Dreyfus affair itself has best shown that the military

heads have, from their own viewpoint, found the Republic to be a paradise. It can easily

be demonstrated that a despotism and autocracy of the military chiefs such as existed

under the wing of the opportunist Republic cannot be so easily conceived of under a

monarchist regime. The military chiefs could not seriously feel a longing for the tight

reins of the monarchy. Their anti-republicanism, in this case, was only the natural form

of self-defense of swindlers who were unmasked and caught by the Republic.

Next  we  have  the  clergy,  which  has  always  been  on  guard  under  the  Republic,

watching for an opportunity to strangle it. No doubt the clerics exercized an enormous

influence on public opinion, but they were incapable of any action, appearing only as

the stage managers and prompters, and not as the actors.

Thirdly, we find a strong anti-Semitic tendency in the petty bourgeoisie, a natural

development in France, the land of small enterprises and a Jewry active in the financial

world.  The  agitation  against  the  “Dreyfusards”,  as  with  every  reactionary  current,

provided them with favorable grounds for a nationalist  demagogy.  But they had no

need to declare their allegiance to a Caesarian coup d’état, nor, in fact, did they declare

such an allegiance.

Finally,  there are the real  monarchists. Some represent the peasantry in the most

backward regions of  France. Others are aristocrats who were forced,  during normal

times, to conclude an open peace with the Third Republic as “monarchal republicans” –

or at least to accomodate themselves quietly to the situation – but who now, taking
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heart from the crisis, appear on the political scene with their entourage of journalists

and littérateurs.

It is to be expected that these elements, impotent by themselves, should, shoulder to

shoulder with the papist hierarchy, at once group themselves around the hard-pressed

generals, pushing them forward as the storming party and generally using the crisis for

their own purposes. Nor is it to be wondered at that this circumstance, together with

the rebellious attitude of the compromised general staff, should give the entire camp a

tinge  of  Caesarism.  The  monarchist  tendencies,  injecting  themselves  into  the

Nationalist camp from without, really found no point of contact whatsoever. Not only

was there no important movement in their direction from any class in society, but there

was not even a focal point in the form of a seriously regarded pretender to the throne.

The  one,  a  First  Lieutenant  in  the  Russian  Army,  leads  his  obscure  existence  in  a

garrison of a provincial city of the Czar’s Empire, and can no longer refer to Austerlitz

and Jena as proof of his legitimacy, but must rely on Sedan and Metz. The other, a

nonentity who idles about in foreign countries, has a following of a couple of hundred

gray-haired  men  and  women  whose  entire  “agitation”  consisted  of  gathering  at  an

annual banquet as they lately did once more to give expression in hackneyed speeches

to their hopes in the “course of events”.

Under such circumstances, the united action of this camp had to content itself with

whipping up a chauvinist  delirium, with Jew-baiting, and with a glorification of  the

army it surpassed all previous performances. But nearly everything was missing for a

serious  political  act,  like  the  overthrow  of  the  Republic.  They  lacked  internal

cohesiveness. organization, a program of action, and above all, an internal development

of social conditions which, as in the previous cases, carried the monarchy in its womb

and awaited but a coup d’état to give it birth. The Dreyfus affair provided an issue to

rally around. It could supply the basis for a monarchist agitation, it could even furnish

the  political  motive  for  the  execution  of  a  coup  d’état,  but  it  could  not  supply  the

positive forces which were lacking for an overthrow. Monarchism provided the outward

coloration, not the content of the crisis.

The Independent role of the Army

The  latter  lay  in  a  completely  different  direction.  Even  as  the  Third  Republic  was

evolving  into  the  final  form  of  the  political  rule  of  the  bourgeoisie,  it  was  also

simultaneously  developing  all  its  internal  contradictions.  One of  these  fundamental

contradictions is that between a Republic based upon the rule of a bourgeois parliament

and a big standing army adapted to the needs of colonial and world politics. In a strong
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monarchy, the army is reduced, as a matter of course, to an obedient tool in the hands

of the executive power. However, in a parliamentary republic,  with its  momentarily

changing government composed of civilians, with an elected chief-of-state whose post

may go  any one of  the  “rabble”,  whether formerly  a  tanner’s  apprentice  or  a  slick-

tongued lawyer, the army, with its outspoken caste-spirit, naturally shows the tendency

to become an independent power, only loosely tied to the state apparatus as a whole.

The cultivation of “pressure group” politics on the part of the bourgeoisie of France

has gone so far as to result their falling into separate groups, which, without any feeling

of responsibility for the whole, have made the government and parliament a plaything

of their special interests. This development has, on the other side, given rise to the army

developing from an instrument of the state into an independent “pressure group” of its

own,  prepared  to  defend  its  interests  without  regard  for  the  Republic,  despite  the

Republic, and against the Republic.

The contradictions between the parliamentary Republic and the standing army can

be solved only through the dissolution of the army into the civil population and the

organization of the civil population into the army. This would mean changing the army

from  an  instrument  of  conquest  and  colonial  rule  into  an  instrument  of  national

defense In short, the solution must be found in replacing the standing army by a militia.

As long as this is not done, the internal contradictions will continue to result in periodic

crises, in clashes between the Republic and its own army, which the obvious results of

the army’s  growing independence,  its  corruption and insubordination,  become ever

more prominent.[6]

The  mutiny  of  the  military  heads  was  one  as  of  their  attempt  to  assert  their

independence of the republican civil authorities. It by no means indicated a desire to

lose  this  independence  entirely  through the  establishment  of  monarchy.  Hence  the

farcical character of the actions of the monarchists. A stormy pillow-fight in the press,

an ear-splitting tumult by the anti-Semitic rowdies, the appearance of cheering crowds

before the offices of the Nationalist press, and the noisy shattering of windows in the

offices of the pro-Dreyfus papers, the insulting of innocent passers-by, the attempt to

heat up the president at the race track ... but in the midst of this electrically-charged,

nerve-wracking atmosphere – not a single serious political movement to carry through

a coup d’état . The ferment came to a head in that great historical moment when the

extravagant buffoon, Deroulede, grabbed General Roget’s bridle as he was leading his

troops into the barracks and, with an emphatic pose, sought to lead him against the

President’s palace in the Elysee, without having the slightest notion what General Roget

was expected to do once he got there, nor what was to result from the whole adventure.

The rogue in military uniform proved wiser than the fool in civilian clothes and a sword
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stroke across Deroulede’s fingers was the answer to the beau geste of the anti Semitic

leaders. Thus ended the sole attempt at a monarchist coup d’état.[7]

Comedians – Monarchal and Socialist

Events in a word were considerably different than they appeared on the surface. Here,

as ever, the security of the Republic did not depend on individual “saviors”, above all

not on a minister’s seat, but upon the whole internal relationship of the economic and

political conditions of the country. It is easy to understand how the danger of a coup

d’etat in France could appear to be serious and great in the midst of the-tumult of the

daily struggle,  where an investigation of the social background of the phenomena is

very difficult, virtually impossible for the participants, and where, as a matter of course,

the events and facts assume exaggerated dimensions. An energetic action was natural

on the part of the republicans to hold the nationalist mob and the General Staff in check

– and an action outside of parliament was an even more crying need.

But to adhere to such views born in the daily struggle today, after the crisis is over

and when it can be seen from a distance, and to celebrate in all seriousness the cabinet

of Millerand as the true “saviors” of the French Republic, is nothing else but an example

of that vulgar historical method, which, as a counterpart of vulgar economics, presents

the  events  merely  as  they  present  themselves  on  the  surface  of  political  life  and

understands history to be the work of ministers and other “important” people, instead

of understanding its true internal relationships. Millerand’s salvation of the Republic is

to be taken just as seriously as the monarchist threat presented by Deroulede.

[1] With the coup d’état of the Eighteenth Brumaire (November 9), 1799, Napoleon Bonaparte
assumed supreme power. Returning from Egypt a national hero, he had no trouble in putting
an end to the Directorate, dissolving the Council of Five Hundred at bayonet point, and forcing
the  Council  of  Elders  to  appoint  him  First  Consul,  the  other  two  consuls  being  mere
figureheads. The stream of the Great French Revolution, lost for years in the stagnant marshes
of the Directorate, was dammed up for good by the Eighteenth Brumaire. – D.M.

[2] Louis Napoleon – “Napoleon the Little”, the nephew of Napoleon I – was elected president of
the newborn Second Republic in 1848, a few months after the insurgent workers of Paris had
been crushed in the “June Days”. After three years of parliamentary rule, on December 2, 1851,
the anniversary of Austerlitz, he dissolved the Chamber illegally, had the party leaders arrested,
and, a few weeks later, had himself re-elected president in a national plebiscite. “On December
3”  writes  Marx  in  The  Eighteenth  Brumaire  of  Louis  Napoleon,  “the  February
Revolution is conjured away by a card-sharper’s trio!” – D.M.

[3] Luxemburg seems to be thinking here of the final transition to a monarchal regime rather
than the first seizure of power. The Eighteenth Brumaire led to the lifelong consulate, which
was conferred on Napoleon in 1802, after a plebiscite in which 3,568,885 voters answered Yes
and 8,374 answered No to the question: “Is Napoleon Bonaparte to be made consul for life?”
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The life consulate, in turn, prepared the way for the final crowning of Napoleon as Emperor of
the French in 1804. So, too, Louis Napoleon was elected president by plebiscite on December
20,  1851,  three  weeks  after  his  initial  coup.  This  set  the  stage  for  another  plebiscite,  on
December 2, 1852, which gave him supreme power and the title Emperor Napoleon III. – D.M.

[4] Two of the many governmental scandals of this period of the Third Republic. The Panama
Canal affair was especially serious. Ferdinand de Lesseps, the engineer of the Suez Canal, in
1880 organized a company to cut a canal through the Isthmus of Panama. The French public
invested $250,000,000 in the  scheme,  but  no work was  done  of  any  importance,  and the
company went bankrupt. In 1892 the suicide of Baran Reinach, a banker closely connected with
De Lesseps, precipitated a “Stavisky Crisis” in the government. Over one hundred members of
the two national chambers were involved, including the president of the Chamber of Deputies,
who  admitted  he  had  received  $60,000 for  his  services.  The  affair  caused  the  fall  of  two
cabinets. – D.M.

[5]  Cf.  Encyclopaedia Britannica,  1lth  Edition,  on  this  situation:  “The opposition to  the
government  was  heterogeneous.  It  included  the  few  monarchists  left  in  the  Chamber,  the
nationalists ... and a number of ... republicans ... The ablest leaders of the opposition were all
malcontent republicans. . . The most conspicuous opponents of the cabinet were three ex-prime
ministers: MM. Méline, Charles Dupuy, and Ribot.” – D.M.

[6] It should be remembered that this paragraph was written forty years ago. It has long been
clear    and,  no  doubt,  became  clear  enough  Luxemburg  herself  during  the  war  –  that
“democratization” of the army means little so long as it is used to defend the bourgeois state,
and that the content of “national defense” has evaporated in the period of imperialism. As an
example of how revolutionary thinking has changed on this point, it is interesting to compare
with Luxemburg’s reasoning, section 43 of the war resolution adopted by the Sixth Congress of
the  Communist  International  in  1928:  “In  imperialist  States  the  attitude  of  the  proletariat
towards armies is determined by the following: No matter what their form of organization may
be, armies are a constituent part of the bourgeois State apparatus, which the proletariat, in the
course of its revolution, must not democratize, but break up. This attitude must be maintained
equally  towards  standing  armies  and  democratic  militia,  for  both  these  forms  of  military
organization represent the armed forces of the bourgeoisie directed against the proletariat.

Section 45 also has some sentences to the present point: “Bourgeois militia, universal military
service, the military training of  youth,  etc.  were all  at  one time advocated by revolutionary
democracy. At the present time, however, they serve as ordinary reactionary instruments for
oppressing the masses and for preparing for imperialist wars.” – D.M.

[7] This farcical attempt at a coup was connected with the Dreyfus Case. President Faure, who
was violently anti-Dreyfus, died early in 1899. His successor was M. Loubet, who was known to
be sympathetic to the Dreyfusards and who, in fact, a few months later granted a pardon to
Dreyfus, at the suggestion of the new premier, Waldeck-Rousseau. The “attempt to beat up the
president at the race track” was directed against Loubet at Auteuil in June, 1899. The “great
hysterical moment” took place during the funeral of President Faure. Deroulede was a poet who
dabbled in politics and who some years earlier, as president of “The League of Patriots”, had
been involved in General Boulanger’s conspiracy against the Republic. Deroulede, naturally,
was an anti-Dreyfusard, as was General Roget – but the latter, as Luxemburg remarks, was less
of a fool and so refused to march. – D.M.

The Socialist Crisis in France

Last updated on: 29.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part II

If the existence of the republic had depended upon the Waldeck-Rousseau cabinet, it

would  have  perished  long  ago.  The  buffoonery  of  the  monarchist  insurrection  was

matched by the buffoonery of the republican defense.

Seldom has a government taken the helm in a more serious moment and seldom has

a government had greater hopes placed in it. It is time that the monarchist danger was

more of a spectre than a reality. The really serious possibility, however, was that the

guerilla  war  with the  monarchist  elements  would  reveal  to  the insubordinate  army

chiefs and mutiny-preaching clergy the impotence of the Republic and, thereby, make

repetitions of similar crises inevitable in the future.

The eyes of the civilized world were turned to France. It was necessary to prove her

ability to exist as an orderly state. It was necessary to show that bourgeois France still

was powerful enough to isolate and neutralize the elements of disintegration that it had

produced.

The measures to be taken were dictated by the situation itself. If the army has grown

to an independent body and posed itself against the organism of the Republic,  it  is

necessary to lay the axe to its independence and to draw it closer to civilian society

through the abolition of the court-martial and the shortening of the period of military

service. If the priests support the rebellious tendencies of the militarists and agitate

against the Republic, it is necessary to destroy their power through the dissolution of

the religious orders, confiscation of their property and separation of the school from the

church and the church from the state.

And above all, if the corruption in the army and the legal lynching of Dreyfus – with

its  complex  web  of  lies,  falsifications,  perjuries,  and  other  crimes  –  if  this  has

completely  shattered  the  prestige  of  France,  both  internally  and  externally,  it  is

necessary to reestablish the authority of republican justice by making an example of the
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guilty ones, by pardoning all those unjustly convicted, and by the full clarification of the

issues.

The cabinet  has  been at  the  helm for  nineteen months.  It  has  twice  outlived the

average  life-span  of  a  French  cabinet  –  the  fatal  nine  months.  What  has  it

accomplished?

It  is  hard  to  imagine  a  more  extreme  contradiction  between  means  and  ends,

between  task  and  accomplishment,  between  the  advance  advertisement  and  the

subsequent performance than is to be found in the expectations roused by the Waldeck-

Rousseau cabinet and its achievements.

First – The Army

The whole program of reform of military justice has now been reduced to the promise

of the Minister of War to take into account “mitigating circumstances” in the course of

court-martial proceedings. The socialist, Pastre, speaking in the Chamber on December

27  of  last  year,  proposed  the  introduction  of  the  two  year  military  term,  a  reform

already introduced in semi-absolutist  German).  The Radical  Minister  of  Republican

Defense, General André, answered that he could take no position on this question. The

socialist, Dejeante, demanded in the same session that the clergy be removed from the

military academies, that the religious personnel of the military hospital be replaced by a

secular personnel, and that the distribution of religious publications by the army be

ended. The Minister of Republican Defense, whose task it was to secularize the army,

answered with a blunt rejection of the proposals and a glorification of the spirituality of

the  army  –  amid  the  stormy  applause  of  the  Nationalists.  In  February,  1900,  the

socialists  denounced  a  series  of  terrible  abuses  in  the  army,  but  the  government

rejected every proposal for a parliamentary investigation. The Radical, Vigne d’Octon

made some gruesome revelations in the Chamber (session of December 7, 1900) on the

conduct of the French military regime in the colonies, particularly in Madagascar and

Indo-China. The government rejected the proposal for a parliamentary inquiry as being

“dangerous and purposeless”. Finally came the climax: the Minister of War mounted

the tribune of the Chamber to tell of his heroic defense of – an officer of the Dragoons

who was boycotted by his colleagues for having married a divorcée.

Next – The Church

A legal formula is devised which covers the monastic orders with the same provisions
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that apply in the case of open societies. Its application against the clergy will depend

upon the good will and its application against the socialists upon the bad will of future

ministers.

The Republic has in no way weakened the authorized orders. Then still have their

property of almost 400 million francs, their state subsidized secular clergy headed by

87 Bishops, their 87 seminaries, their 42,000 priests, and their budget for publications

of about 40 million francs. The chief strength of the clergy lies in its influence upon the

education of two million French children who are at  present being poisoned in the

parochial schools and made into enemies of the Republic. The government bestirs itself

and prohibits  such instruction – by non-authorized religious orders.  But almost the

entire religious instruction is precisely in the hands of the authorized orders and the

Radical reform results in 15,000 out of 2 million children being rescued from the holy

water sprinklers. The capitulation of the government to the church was introduced with

Waldeck-Rousseau’s speech in which he paid his respects to the pope and was sealed

with the vote of confidence in the government offered by the Nationalists.

Grand Climax: The Amnesty Laws

The “defense of  the Republic” à la Waldeck-Rousseau reached its  grand climax last

December with the adoption of the Amnesty Law.

For two years France was in a turmoil. For two years the cry went up for truth, light,

and justice. For two years a judicial murder weighed upon its conscience. Society was

being  literally  suffocated  in  the  poisoned  atmosphere  of  lies,  perjuries,  and

falsifications.

At last the government of Republican Defense arrived on the scene. All the world held

its breath. The “great sun of justice” was about to rise.

And it rose. On December 19 the government had the Chamber adopt a law which

guaranteed immunity to all charged with crime, which denied legal satisfaction to those

falsely accused, and quashed all trials already in process. Those who were yesterday

declared  the  most  dangerous  enemies  of  the  Republic  are  today  again  taken  to  its

bosom as prodigal  sons  returned home. In order to defend the Republic,  a  general

pardon is extended to all its attackers. In order to rehabilitate Republican justice, all

victims of the judicial frame-ups are denied the opportunity for vindication.

Petty-bourgeois radicalism ran true to type. In 1893 the bourgeois radicals took the

helm through the Cabinet of Ribot to liquidate the crisis caused by the Panama scandal.
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But  because  the  Republic  was  declared  in  danger,  the  accused  deputies  were  not

prosecuted  and  the  whole  affair  was  allowed  to  dissolve  into  thin  air.  Waldeck-

Rousseau, commissioned to handle the Dreyfus Affair, dissolves it in a complete fiasco

“in order to close the door to the monarchist danger”.

The pattern is an old one:

The shattering overture that announces the battle loses itself in a timid growl as soon as

the action is to start. The actors cease to take themselves seriously, and the performance

falls flat like an inflated balloon that is pricked with a needle. (Marx, The Eighteenth

Brumaire.)

Was it to realize these grotesque, piddling, laughable measures- I speak not from the

viewpoint  of  socialism,  or  even  of  a  half-way  capable  radical  party,  but  merely  in

comparison to the republican measures of the opportunists in the ’80s, like Gambetta,

Jules Ferry, Constant, and Tirard – was it for this that a socialist, the representative of

working-class power, had to be taken into the cabinet?

The opportunist Gambetta, with his moderate Republicans, demanded in 1879 the

removal of all monarchists from government service and, through this agitation, drove

MacMahon from the presidency. In 1880 these same “respectable” Republicans carried

through the expulsion of the Jesuits, and a system of compulsory, free education. The

opportunist Jules Ferry drove over six hundred monarchist judges from the bench in

his judicial reforms in 1883 and dealt a hard blow at the clergy with his law on divorce

The  opportunists  Constant  and  Tirard,  in  order  to  cut  the  ground  from  under

Boulangism, reduced the term of military service from five to three years.

The radical cabinet of Waldeck-Rousseau failed to even rise to the stature of these

most  modest  republican  measures  of  the  opportunists.  In  a  series  of  equivocal

manoeuvres  in  the  course  of  nineteen  months  it  accomplished  nothing,  absolutely

nothing. It did not carry out the least reorganization of military justice. It did not bring

about  the  slightest  reduction  in  the  period  of  military  service.  It  did  not  take  one

decisive step to drive the monarchists out of the army, judiciary, and administration. It

did not undertake a single thorough measure against the clericals. The one thing it did

do was to maintain its pose of fearlessness, firmness, inflexibility – the classic pose of

petty-bourgeois politicians when they get into hot water.  Finally,  after much ado,  it

declared that the Republic is not in a position to do anything about the band of military

rogues and simply must let them go. Was it for this that the collaboration of a socialist

was necessary in the Cabinet?

How “Necessary” Was Millerand?
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It has been said that Millerand was personally indispensable for the building of the

Waldeck-Rousseau cabinet. As far as is generally known, France is not suffering from a

lack of men who are covetous of a cabinet portfolio. If Waldeck-Rousseau could find

two useful Generals in the ranks of the rebellious army to serve as Ministers of War, he

could have found a half-dozen men in his own party who were eager for the post of

Minister of Commerce. But after one has come to know the record of the cabinet, one

must in any case admit that Waldeck-Rousseau could have calmly taken any agreeable

Radical as a co-worker and the comedy of the “defense of the republic” would not have

come out one hair worse. The Radicals have always understood how to compromise

themselves without outside assistance.

We have seen that the monarchist danger, which scared everyone so much during the

Dreyfus  crisis,  was  more  of  a  phantom  than  reality.  The  “defense”  of  Waldeck-

Rousseau, therefore, was not necessary to save the Republic from a coup d’état. Those,

however, who still today defend the entry of Millerand into the government as they did

two years ago, and point to the monarchist danger as both the motive for the entry and

for remaining, are playing a dangerous game. The more serious one paints the picture,

the more pitiful appear the actions of the cabinet, and the more questionable the role of

the socialists who participated.

If the monarchist danger was very slight, as we sought to establish, then the rescuing

efforts of the government begun with pomp and circumstance and ended in fiasco, were

a farce. If, on the other hand, the danger was great and serious, then the sham actions

of  the  cabinet  were  a  betrayal  of  the  Republic  and of  the  parties  that  placed  their

confidence in it.

In either case, the working class has not, in sending Millerand into the cabinet, taken

over  that  “large  share  of  responsibility”  which  Jaurès  and  his  friends  speak  of  so

proudly. It  has merely fallen heir to a part of the shameful “republican” disgrace of

petty-bourgeois radicalism.

The contradiction between the hopes confided in the cabinet of Waldeck-Rousseau

and its  actual  achievements  has  confronted  the  Jaurès-Millerand  section  of  French

socialism  with  but  one  alternative.  It  could  confess  its  disillusionment,  admit  the

uselessness  of  Millerand’s  participation  in  the  government,  and  demand  his

resignation.  Or  it  could  declare  itself  satisfied  with  the  politics  of  the  government,

pronounce the realities to be just what it had expected, and gradually tone down its

expectations  and  demands  to  correspond  with  the  gradual  evaporation  of  the

government’s will-to-action.

As  long  as  the  cabinet  avoided  the  main  question  and  remained  in  the  stage  of
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preliminary skirmishes – and this stage lasted an entire eighteen months – all political

tendencies that followed its policies, including the socialists, could still drift along with

it. However, the first decisive step of the government – the Amnesty Law – pushed

matters out of their twilight zone into the clear light of day.

“The Whole Truth!”

The outcome of the Dreyfus Affair was of decisive importance for the Jaurès group,

whether they liked it or not. To play on this card, and this card only, had been their

tactic  for  two  full  years.  The  Dreyfus  Affair  was  the  axis  of  all  their  politics.  They

described it as “one of the greatest battles of the century, one of the greatest of human

history!” (Jaurès in Pétite République, August 12, 1899). To shrink from this great

task of the working class would mean “the worst abdication, the worst humiliation”

(ibid., July 15, 1899). “Toute la verité! La pleine lumiére!” The whole truth, full light,

that was the goal of the socialist campaign. Nothing could stop Jaurès and his friends –

neither difficulties nor nationalist manoeuvres nor the protests of the socialist group

led by Guesde and Vaillant.

We  battle  onward,  [Jaurès  called  out  with  noble  pride]  and  if  the  judges  of  Rennes,

deceived by  the detestable  manoeuvres  of  the  reactionaries,  should  again victimize  the

innocent in order to save the criminal army chiefs, we will again stand up on the morrow,

despite  all  proclamations  of  expulsion,  despite  all  mealy-mouthed  references  to  the

falsification, distortion, and belittling of the class struggle, despite all dangers, and call out

to the generals and the judges: You are hangmen and criminals! (Ibid. July 15, 1899)

During the trial at Rennes, Jaurès wrote confidently:

Be it as it may, justice will triumph! The hour is drawing nigh for the freeing of the martyrs

and for the punishment of the criminals! (Ibid. Aug. 13, 1899.)

As late as November of last year, shortly before the passage of the Amnesty Law, Jaurès

declared at Lille:

For my part I was prepared to go further. I wanted to continue until the poisonous beasts

would be forced to spit out their poison. Yes, it was necessary to prosecute all forgers, all

liars, all criminals, all traitors; it is necessary to pursue them to the extreme summits of the

truth, as on the extreme point of a knife, until they were forced to admit their crimes and

the ignominy of their crimes before the entire world. (Les Deux Méthodes, Lille, 1900,

p.5.)

And Jaurès was right. The Dreyfus Affair had awakened all the latent forces of reaction

in France. The old enemy of the working class, militarism, stood completely exposed,

and it was necessary to direct all spears against its body. The working class was called
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upon for the first time to fight out a great political battle. Jaurès and his friends led the

workers into the struggle and thereby opened up a new epoch in the history of French

socialism.

Jaurès Crosses the Rubicon

As the Amnesty Law was presented to the Chamber, the right-wing socialists suddenly

found themselves facing a Rubicon. It was now clear that the government that had been

formed to liquidate the Dreyfus crisis, instead of “turning on the spotlight”, instead of

establishing  the  “entire  truth”,  and  instead  of  forcing  the  military  despots  to  their

knees, had extinguished truth and light and bowed its own knee to the military despots.

This was a betrayal of the hopes Jaurès and his friends had placed on the government.

This ministerial  post revealed itself to be a useless tool for socialist politics and the

defense of the Republic. The tool had turned against the master. If the Jaurès group

wanted to remain true to their position in the Dreyfus campaign and to the task of

republican defense, they immediately had to turn their weapons and use every means to

defeat  the  Amnesty  Law.  The government had  laid  their  cards on the table.  It  was

necessary to trump them.

But to decide on the Amnesty proposal was also to decide on the existence of the

cabinet. Since the Nationalists declared themselves against the Amnesty, and made the

question one of a vote of confidence in the government, it was easy for a majority to be

formed against the proposal and lead to the downfall of the cabinet.

Jaurès and his friends now had to make a choice: either fight through to the finish

their  two-year campaign on the Dreyfus issue,  or  to support the Waldeck-Rousseau

cabinet, either for the “full truth” or the cabinet, either for the defense of the Republic

or the ministerial post of Millerand. The question balanced in the scales for only a few

minutes.  Waldeck-Millerand  outweighed  Dreyfus.  The  cabinet’s  ultimatum

accomplished what the Guesde-Vaillant manifestoes of excommunication had failed to

accomplish: in order to save the cabinet, Jaurès and his group voted for the amnesty

and thereby gave up the Dreyfus campaign.

The  die  had  been  cast.  With  the  acceptance of  the  Amnesty  Law,  the  right-wing

socialists made as the guide for their conduct, not their own political interests, but the

maintenance at the helm of the Waldeck-Rousseau cabinet. The vote for the Amnesty

Law was the Waterloo of their Dreyfus campaign. In the twinkling of an eye, Jaurès had

brought to naught all he accomplished in the course of two years.
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The Retreat Becomes a Rout

After surrendering their chief political stock, the Jaurès group sped merrily on their

sportive way. To save the government, they gave up – reluctantly and with internal

Katzenjammer over the costly price – the goal of two years of gigantic struggles: the

“whole truth” and “complete light”. But to justify their own adherence to a government

of  political  fiascos,  they  had to  deny the fiascos.  Their  next  step was  to  justify  the

capitulation of the government.

The government pigeon-holed the Dreyfus Affair instead of fighting it through to the

end? But that was necessary “in order to put an end to the now useless and boring trials

and avoid sickening the people with too much publicity, which would now soon obscure

the truth.” (Jaurès in Pétite République, Dec. 18, 1900).

It is true that two years ago the whole of “loyal and honest France” had been called

upon to pledge: “I swear that Dreyfus is innocent, that the innocent shall be vindicated

and the guilty shall be punished” (Ibid., Aug. 9, 1899).

But today “all these judicial trials would be an absurdity. They would only tire the

country  without  clarifying  it  and hurt  the  cause we are  trying  to  serve  ...  The  true

justification of the Dreyfus Affair lies today in the work for the Republic as a whole”

(Ibid., Dec. 18, 1900).

Yet another step and the former heroes of the Dreyfus Campaign appear to the Jaurès

group as troublesome ghosts of the past with whom one cannot finish quickly enough.

Zola, the “great defender of justice”, “the pride of France and of humanity”, the man

of the thundering “J’Accuse!”, issues a protest against the Amnesty Law. He insists

now, as previously, on “the whole truth and the full light”. He accuses once more. What

confusion!  Does  he  not  see,  asks  Jaurès,  that  there  is  already  “enough  light”  to

penetrate all intellects? Zola should forget his failure to be vindicated before a court of

law and remember that he is glorified in the eyes of “that great judge, the whole of

humanity”, and please, be so kind as not to bother us with his eternal “J’Accuse!” “Only

no  accusations,  no  empty  reiterations!”  (Ibid.,  Dec.  24,  1900.)  The  work  for  the

Republic as a whole, that is the main thing.

The heroic Picquart, “the honor and pride of the French army”, “the pure knight of

truth and justice”,  rejects  as  an insult  his  prospective  recall  to  the  army under the

Amnesty Law – what arrogance! Does not the government offer him, with its intended

recall to the army, “the most brilliant vindication”? True enough, Picquart has a right to

have the truth spread on the records of the courts. But our good friend Picquart should
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not forget that the truth is  not only a concern of Col.  Picquart,  but of  the whole of

humanity.  And  in  comparison  to  humanity  as  a  whole,  Picquart’s  concern  for

vindication plays a little role indeed. “In fact, we must not permit ourselves, in, our

insistence upon justice,  to  be  limited to individual  cases.”  (Gerault-Richard,  Pétite

République, Dec. 30, 1900.) The work for the Republic as a whole, that is the main

thing.

Dreyfus, this “example of human suffering in its deepest agony”, this “incarnation of

humanity  itself  upon  the  summits  of  misfortune  and  desperation”  (Jaurès,  Pétite

République,  Aug.  10,  1898)  –  Dreyfus  defended  himself,  bewildered,  against  the

Amnesty Law, which cut off his last hope for legal rehabilitation – what rapacity! Do

not his tormentors suffer enough already? Esterhazy drags himself through the streets

of London, “hungry and broken in spirit”. Boisdeffre was forced to flee from the general

staff. Gonse is out of the top ranks and goes about dejected. DePellieux died in disgrace.

Henry committed suicide by cutting his throat. Du Paty de Clam is out of the service.

What more can one ask for? Are not the pangs of their conscience enough punishment

for the criminals? And if Dreyfus is not content with this. favorable outcome of events

and insists upon punishment by human courts – just let him be patient. “There will

come  a  time  when  punishment  will  overtake  the  wretches.”  (Jaurès,  Pétite

République, Jan. 5, 1901.) “There will come a time” but right now the good Dreyfus

must realize that there are more important problems in the world than these “useless

and boring trials”. “We have better things to gain from the Dreyfus affair than all this

agitation and acts of revenge.” (Gerault-Richard, Pétite République, Dec. 15, 1900.)

The work for the Republic as a whole, that is the main thing.

One more step and the Jaurès group regard all criticism of the government’s policies,

to which the Dreyfus campaign was offered as a sacrificial lamb, as frivolous playing

with the “government of Republican Defense”.

Sobering voices are gradually raised in Jaurès’ own camp to question the action of the

cabinet in the “democratization of the army” and the “secularization of the Republic” –

what  light-mindedness!  How  terrible  “systematically  and  with  nervous  impatience

[after eighteen months – R.L.] to discredit the first achievements of our common efforts

...  Why discourage the proletariat?” Jaurès, Pétite République,  Jan. 5,  1901.)  The

proposals of the government on the religious orders was a capitulation to the church?

Only a “dilettante and mealy-mouthed performer” could say that. As a matter of fact, “it

is the greatest struggle between the church and bourgeois society since the laws on the

secularization of the schools” (Ibid., Jan. 12, 1901).

And if, in general, the government flounders from one fiasco to another, does not the

“assurance of future victories” remain? (Ibid., Jan. 5, 1901). It is not a matter of single
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laws – the work for the Republic as a whole, that is the main thing.

Just what, after all of this procrastination, is the “work for the Republic as a whole”?

It is no longer the liquidation of the Dreyfus Affair, nor the reorganization of the army,

nor  the  subordination  of  the  church.  As  soon  as  the  existence  of  the  cabinet  is

threatened, everything else is given up. It suffices for the government, in order to pass

its favorite measures, to pose it as a vote of confidence and Jaurès and his friends are

safely put into the harness

Yesterday,  the  cabinet  must  take  defensive  action  it  order  to  save  the  Republic.

Today, the defense of the Republic must be given up in order to save the cabinet. “The

work for the Republic as a whole” means, today,  the mobilization of  all  Republican

forces to keep the cabinet of Waldeck-Millerand at the helm.

The Socialist Crisis in France

Last updated on: 29.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part III

The present attitude of the Jaurès group towards the policies of the government is, in

one  sense,  in  direct  contradiction  to  its  position during  the  Dreyfus  Affair.  But,  in

another sense, it is nothing but a direct continuation of the previous policy. The same

principle – unity with the bourgeois democrats – served as the basis of socialist policy

in both cases. It served during two years of unyielding struggle for a solution of the

Dreyfus Affair, and, today, because the bourgeois democrats have deserted the fight, it

leads the socialists to also liquidate the Dreyfus Affair and to give up all attempts at a

fundamental reformation of the army and a change in the relations between Republic

and Church.

Instead  of  making  the  independent  political  struggle  of  the  Socialist  party  the

permanent. fundamental element and unity with bourgeois radicals the varying and

incidental  element,  this  principle  caused  Jaurès  to  adopt  the  opposite  tactic:  the

alliance  with  the  bourgeois  democrats  became  the  constant,  and  the  independent

political struggles the incidental element.

Already in the Dreyfus campaign, the Jaurès socialists failed to understand the line of

demarcation  between  the  bourgeois  and  the  proletarian  camps:  If  the  question

presented  itself  to  the  friends  of  Dreyfus  as  an  attack  upon  the  by-products  of

militarism – as the cleansing of the army and the suppression of corruption – a socialist

had to view it as a struggle against the root of the evil – against the standing army itself.

And if the bourgeois radicals considered justice for Dreyfus and punishment for the

guilty  ones  as  the  single  central  point  of  the  campaign,  a  socialist  had to  view the

Dreyfus Affair as the basis for an agitation in favor of the militia system.[8] Only thus

would the Dreyfus Affair and the admirable efforts of Jaurès and his friends have been

a great agitational service to socialism. Actually, however, the agitation of the socialist

camp, on the whole, ran in the same shallow channels as the agitation of the bourgeois

radicals with a few individual exceptions in which the deeper significance of the Dreyfus

Affair was touched upon. It was exactly in this sphere that the socialists, despite their
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greater efforts, perseverance, and brilliance, failed to be the vanguard, and acted as the

co-workers and camp followers of the bourgeois radicals. With the entry of Millerand

into the radical  cabinet,  the socialists stood entirely upon the same ground as their

bourgeois allies.

The circumstance which divides socialist politics from bourgeois politics is that the

socialists are opponents of the entire existing order and must function in a bourgeois

parliament fundamentally as an opposition. The most important aim of socialist activity

in a parliament, the education of the working class, is achieved by a systematic criticism

of the ruling party and its politics. The socialists are too far removed from the bourgeois

order  to  be  able  to  achieve  practical  and  thorough-going  reforms  of  a  progressive

character.  Therefore,  principled  opposition  to  the  ruling  party  becomes,  for  every

minority party and above all for the socialists, the only feasible method with which to

achieve practical results.

Not  having  the  possibility  of  carrying  their  own  policies  with  a  parliamentary

majority, the Socialists are forced to wring concessions from the bourgeois majority by

constant struggle. They achieve this through their critical opposition in three ways.

Their demands are the most advanced, so that when they compete with the

bourgeois parties at the polls, they bring to bear the pressure of the voting masses.

1. 

They constantly expose the government before the people and arouse public

opinion.

2. 

Their agitation in and out of parliament attracts ever greater masses about them

and they thus grow to become a power with which the government and the entire

bourgeoisie must reckon.

3. 

The French socialists grouped about Jaurès have closed all three roads to the masses by

the entry of Millerand into the government.

Above all,  an uncompromising criticism of  the  government’s  policies  has  become

impossible  for  the  Jaurès  socialists.  If  they  wanted  to  chastise  the  cabinet  for  its

weaknesses, its half-measures, its treachery, the blows would beat down upon their own

backs. If the efforts of the government at Republican defense are a fiasco, the question

immediately arises, what is the role of a socialist in such a government? In order not to

compromise  the  ministerial  post  of  Millerand,  Jaurès  and his  friends  must  remain

silent in the face of all the acts of the government that could be used to open the eyes of

the working class.  It  is  a  fact  that  since  the organization  of  the  Waldeck-Rousseau

Cabinet, all criticism of the government has vanished from the organ of the right wing

of the socialist movement, Pétite République and every attempt at such criticism is

immediately  denounced by Jaurès as  “nervousness,”  “pessimism,”  and “extremism.”

The first consequence of socialist participation in a coalition cabinet is, therefore, the
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renunciation  of  the  most  important  task  of  all  socialist  activity  and,  above  all,  of

parliamentary activity: the political education and clarification of the masses.

Furthermore,  in  those  instances  where  they  have  been  critical,  the  followers  of

Millerand have robbed their criticism of all practical significance. Their conduct in the

matter of the amnesty proposals showed that no sacrifice is too great for them in order

to keep the government in power. It revealed that they arc prepared is advance to cast

their votes for the government in every instance when the government levels a pistol, in

the form of a vote of confidence, at their breast.

It is true that the socialists in a country governed by a parliament are not as free in

their conduct as, for instance, in the German Reichstag where they can take a position

of opposition without regard for the consequences and at all times express themselves

unmistakably on it.  Out  of  regard for the “lesser evil,”  the  French socialists  on the

contrary, see themselves constantly forced to defend a bourgeois government with their

votes. But, on the other hand, it is specifically through the parliamentary régime that

the socialists gain a sharp weapon which they can hold over the head of the government

like  a  Sword  of  Damocles  and  with  which  they  can  give  their  demands  and  their

criticisms added emphasis. But in making themselves dependent upon the government

through the cabinet post of Millerand, Jaurès and his friends remade the government

independent of them. Instead of being able to use the spectre of a cabinet crisis to force

concessions  from  the  government,  the  socialists,  on  the  contrary,  placed  the

government in a position where it could use the cabinet crisis as a Damocles sword over

the head of the socialists to be used at any time to force them into line.

The Jaurès group has become a second Prometheus hound. A striking example is the

recent debate on the law regulating the right of association. Jaurès’ friend, Vivian, tore

to pieces the government’s proposals on the religious orders in a brilliant speech in the

Chamber and counterposed the real solution to the problems. When, however, Jaurès,

on the following day, after overwhelming praise for the speech, puts into the mouth of

the government the answers to Viviani’s criticism, and when, without even waiting for

the debate to open and before  all  attempts to improve the government’s  proposals,

Jaurès  advises  the  socialists  and  the  Radicals  to  guarantee.  the  acceptance  of  the

government’s measures at  any price,  the entire political  effect  of  Viviani’s  speech is

destroyed.

The ministerial position of Millerand transforms – this is its second consequence –

the  socialist  criticism  of  his  friends  in  the  Chamber  into  empty  holiday  speeches,

without any influence whatsoever upon the practical politics the government.

Finally, the tactic of pushing the bourgeois parties forward through the pressure of
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the socialists reveals itself this instance, as an empty dream.

In  order  to  safeguard  the  future  existence  of  the  government,  the  supporters  of

Millerand think they must maintain the closest cooperation with the other groups of the

Left. The Jaurès group is swallowed up entirely by general “republican” swamp of the

Left, of which Jaurès is the leading brain.

In the service of Millerand, his socialist friends play present, the role usually played

by the bourgeois Radicals.

Yes, contrary to general practice, the Radicals play the role of the most thorough-

going oppositionists within present Republican majority and the socialists play the role

of the right wing, the moderate governmental elements.

D’Octon and Pelletan, both Radicals, were the ones forcefully demanded an inquiry

into the horrible colonial administration, while two socialist deputies of the right wing

found it possible to vote against the inquiry. It was the Radical Vazeille who opposed

the strangling of  Dreyfus  Affair  by  means of  the  Amnesty  Law,  while  the  socialists

finally voted against Vazeille.

Finally, it is the socialistic Radical, Pelletan, who gives the following advice to the

Socialists (Dépeche de Toulouse, December 29)

The question comes down to this does a government exist to serve the ideas of the party

that  supports  it  or to lead that  party  to  a  betrayal  of  its  ideas? O,  the  men whom we

maintain at the helm don’t fool us! With the exception of two or three Ministers, they all

rule about in the same manner as a Cabinet headed by Méline[9] would. And those parties

that should warn the Cabinet and chastise it, crawl upon their stomachs before it. I, for my

part, belong to those who view as excellent strategy the attempt of the Socialist party to

place  one  of  its  people  in  power,  instead of  isolating itself  as  a  result  of  a  systematic

struggle against government. Yes, I hold this strategy to be first rate. But to what purpose?

So that the progressive policies in the Cabinet receive added support, and not so that the

worst omissions by the Cabinet find the socialists as hostages.... Today, Waldeck-Rousseau

is no longer an ally, as we would like to believe, but the guide of the conscience of the

progressive parties. And he guides them, it appears to me, a little too far. It suffices to have

him pull out of his pocket the bogey-man of the Cabinet crisis to make himself obeyed.

Beware! The politics of the country will lose something when out of us and out of you there

will be formed a new category of sub-opportunists.

Socialists who attempt to win away petty-bourgeois Democrats from their position of

opposition  to  the  government,  and  petty-bourgeois  Democrats  who  accuse  the

Socialists of crawling on their stomachs before the government and of betraying their

own ideas – that is the lowest level to which socialism has yet sunk, and at the same

time the final consequence of socialist Ministerialism.
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Thus the tactic  of  Jaurès,  which through the sacrifice  of  the socialist  principle of

opposition  sought  to  achieve  practical  results,  has  revealed  itself  to  be  the  most

impractible in the world.

Instead of increasing the influence of  the socialists upon the government and the

bourgeois parliament, the tactics of Jaurès has made them into involuntary tools of the

government and passive appendages of the petty-bourgeois radicals.

Instead  of  giving  the  progressive  policies  of  the  Chamber  a  new  impetus,  the

withdrawal of the socialist opposition killed the last chance of bringing the Chamber to

act in a decisive and courageous manner.

And  this  is  their  greatest  failure.  The  fiasco  of  the  Waldeck-Millerand-inspired

actions of republican defense was not accidental but the logical result of the impotence

from which the bourgeois radicals in the Chamber suffered from the very beginning and

to  which  the  socialists  condemned  themselves  through  their  participation  in  the

bourgeois radical government.

If the miserable “actions” of the Waldeck-Rousseau government signified the sad end

of  its  republican mission to  an impartial  observer,  they  signified to  Jaurès,  despite

weaknesses which he could not deny when pointed out from his own ranks, the happy

beginning of  a  great  era  of  democratic  renaissance in  France,  based upon the firm

alliance of socialism with petty bourgeois democracy.

That is why [writes Jaurès], the building of an ever so timid left majority for the support of

an ever so indecisive and weak a government of the left, is, in my view, a fact of the greatest

importance. I regard it as an embryonic, but necessary foundation of the legislative and

administrative organism which will lead society into the path toward the realization of the

highest equality for which we strive. (Pétite République, January 8, 1901.)

It  is  this  distant  vision  of  the  coming epoch when the socialist  proletariat  and the

radical  petty  bourgeoisie  will  rule  together that  makes  it  necessary  to maintain  the

government of Waldeck-Rousseau at the price of principled political aims! This it is that

makes it necessary to maintain the alliance with the bourgeois left at the expense of

independent Socialist  opposition! Jaurès has only left out of  sight, in this grandiose

political cloud-castle, the fact that petty bourgeois radicalism, which he wants to place

in power with the support of the socialists, has already collapsed long ago as the result

of a tactic which has sad similarities to that of Jaurès.

The Republican program has been the foundation for the political role of the French

petty bourgeoisie since the Great Revolution. As long as the big bourgeoisie entrenched

themselves behind the monarchy, the petty bourgeoisie could appear as the leader of

the masses. The contradiction between the working class and the bourgeoisie, in large
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measure, took the form of a difference between the Republic and the Monarchy and

constituted a firm backbone for the petty-bourgeois opposition.

These circumstances have changed with the development of the Third Republic. With

the transformation of the big bourgeoisie from an enemy into the very backbone of the

Republic  and  the  realization  of  the  petty-bourgeois  program  –  republican  form  of

government, “sovereignty of the people” through a parliamentary regime, freedom of

press,  organization, and conscience – the ground was pulled from under the feet of

petty-bourgeois politics and its spear directed against the bourgeoisie was broken. Only

the outer decorations of a bourgeois republic remain as the aim of the petty-bourgeois

“radical” program, like a progressive tax system, reform of public education, and the

struggle with clericalism.

While the political differences between the petty bourgeoisie and the big bourgeoisie

disappeared,  the  social  differences  between  the  bourgeoisie  and  the  working  class

developed still  more deeply. Together with the soul of program, the petty-bourgeois

radicals  lost  many of  their  supporters.  The proletariat  appeared  on the scene as  at

independent  party  in  the  sharpest  conflict  with  the  Radicals  as  well  as  with  the

Moderates.  Within  the  Radical  camp  itself  a  differentiation  took  place.  While  one

section was impelled by material  interests to draw close to the bourgeoisie, another

section found itself forced to adopt a socialist coloration.

“Pure” middle class radicalism, reduced to the role of weak buffer party, could only

choose one of two courses to carry through its program. It could either limit itself to the

role of an opposition in the Chamber and use the extra parliamentary pressure of the

masses  to  support  it,  or  it  could  limit  itself  to  parliamentary  combinations  for  the

purpose of participating in the government of the big bourgeoisie.

The first  course, to  win the support of  the masses in competition with a socialist

working class  party,  had now become doubly impossible  for  the  Radicals.  Not only

could they offer the working class little, but due to the prominence and stability of small

industry in France, the petty bourgeoisie was frightened away by the social aspirations

of the proletariat. And since it persisted with its paltry program there was no other way

left  open  but  parliamentary  cooperation  with  the  bourgeoisie.  And  this  was  the

beginning of its collapse.

In ordinary times, petty-bourgeois radicalism was assigned the role of being a passive

accomplice of the opportunistic bourgeoisie in the joint cabinets. But from time to time

it  had the  opportunity  to  prove  that  it  was  absolutely  indispensable.  This  occurred

whenever  the  bourgeoisie  had  compromised  itself  by  some  scandal  and  threw  the

Republic into a crisis. In such a situation, radicalism finds the opportunity to again pull
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out its old tattered program of “defense of the Republic” and to temporarily take over

the helm Regularly at this point, the fact that the Radicals lack parliamentary majority

to carry through their program is “discovered,” though this is always a known fact from

which the proper conclusions can be drawn in advance.

In order to keep itself at the helm and to rule, Radicalism is forced to desert its own

program and either hide behind pretenses designed to conceal its inactivity or to take to

the road of openly opportunistic politics. In either case it reveals to the Chamber its

superfluity and to the country its unreliability and thus becomes ever more an impotent

tail to the bourgeois kite.

The record of  the Waldeck-Rousseau Cabinet is  a faithful  picture of  such Radical

politics. If one regards the “united left,” upon which Jaurès wants to build the entire

present-day politics of the Socialist party, as a compact political group that has come

together for the cleansing and reforming of the Republic, one makes the same mistake

of overestimation as made in that view according to which the nationalist camp is a

compact mass with serious monarchist longings.

Quite the contrary,  we see in the “united left”  the most  varied elements,  with all

shades  from  socialism  to  reaction  represented.  The  extreme  right  wing,  the

Progressives of the Isembére group, rub elbows with the storm troops of Méline. The

“united left”, internally divided, has only come together out of a common necessity for

the reconstitution of law and order. When this objective has been achieved – and it

appears as if the Amnesty Law is its classic solution – the binding interests recede into

the background, the left disintegrates, and the “government of Republican defense” is

left suspended in mid-air. The fact that the Méline Cabinet had a majority in this very

same Chamber indicates that the present majority is only a temporary one. And the

recent election of Deschanels to the presidency of the Chamber, which could only take

place due to the betrayal of their own candidate, Brisson, by a section of the Left, shows

that the collapse of the “united left” is only a matter of time.

And this situation gives a logical explanation of the conduct of the Waldeck-Rousseau

Cabinet. Not having the possibility to undertake any sort of thoroughgoing action, it

feels itself compelled to blunt the edges of the contradictions that had been sharpened

by the crisis through a series of capitulations. Thus it emerges true to the traditions of

petty-bourgeois radicalism. Taking over the helm without the power to carry out its

own program, it ends up by betraying it.

The government of Waldeck-Millerand is, therefore, not the beginning of an era of

democratic rule based upon the socialist-radical alliance, as Jaurès sees it. It is much

more the continuation of the previous history of the petty-bourgeois radicals who feel
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themselves  called  upon,  not  to  realize  their  own  democratic  program,  but  to

periodically  clean  away  the  political  dirt  piled  up  by  the  big  bourgeoisie  so  that

bourgeois reaction can continue a normal existence in its republican form. The new era

begun with the Cabinet of Waldeck-Rousseau, unfortunately, consists of the fact that

for the first time the socialists have participated in this historic mission of the petty

bourgeoisie. The socialists,  under the illusion that they were serving the program of

socialism, were in reality serving as shock troops for the petty-bourgeois radicals in the

same manner that the latter, under the illusion that they were serving the program of

democracy, were in reality serving as the shock troops of the big bourgeoisie.

The  tactic  of  Jaurès  is,  therefore,  built  on  sand.  The  rise  of  petty-bourgeois

democracy, which was to be facilitated by Millerand’s entry into the government and by

the surrender of  their position as parliamentary opposition by the socialists, reveals

itself to be a phantom. Contrary to his aim, Jaurès has crippled the only force in France

that  could  have  defended  democracy  and  the  Republic,  by  chaining  the  socialist

proletariat to the corpse of petty bourgeois radicalism.

(To be concluded.)

[8] The militia system, or the “people in arms”, as the social democrats often phrased it, was
regarded by the pre-war socialist movement as the solution to the problem of militarism. Lenin,
writing during the World War, exposed the fallacy of this demand.

[9]  Felix  Jules  Méline  started  his  career  in  the  typical  fashion  of  the  French  politician  by
becoming a lawyer. In 1880 he emerged as the leader of the party fighting for a high tariff to
protect French industry. In 1896 he became Premier at the head of a reactionary Cabinet and
governed during the Dreyfus Affair until the scandals in the army caused his cabinet to fall in
1898.

The Socialist Crisis in France

Last updated on: 29.11.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

Source: Le Socialiste, May 5-12, 1901;

Translated: for marxists.org by Mitch Abidor.

Dear Comrades:

May  First  is,  above  all,  a  review  of  the  international  forces  of  socialism,  of  their

progress, of their forms. How different is the situation of the workers’ battalions today

from what it was twelve years ago at the time of the celebration of this day!

But what about the internal crisis that we are going through more or less everywhere?

What about the doubts, the skepticism, the deviations in our ranks? Well, these too are

nothing but a symptom of our growth.

In the last ten years, on the heels of the definitive collapse of bourgeois democracy,

new layers of  society have little  by little  passed over to us in their  entirety,  mainly

among the petit-bourgeoisie and its ideologues, the intellectuals.

But these elements, which were pushed to us by the social, political and intellectual

poverty of current conditions, bring with them a way of thinking that is totally foreign

to us, a different conception of the goal and the methods of struggle of socialism. In the

first  place  they must  be  raised up by education  to  the  class  point  of  view  of  the

proletariat. They must be subordinated, assimilated to proletarian socialism.

In truth, this won’t happen without serious friction, without a loss of forces, without

violent  crises.  But  these  crises  are  only  the  false  costs  of  the  development  of  our

strength; these are accessory phenomena of our growth, inevitable from the point of

view of our historical evolution.

France was once the classic  land,  the experimental  field,  of  the  old revolutionary

methods, of the raid, of barricades.

Rosa Luxemburg: To the National Council of the French Worker's Party ... https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1901/05/05.htm

1 of 2 9/20/2018, 9:18 PM



France  today  is  the  experimental  field  of  the  so-called  “practical  methods”  of

socialism, which propose, not to destroy capitalist society, but to infiltrate it, to meld

with it in a composite mixture.

But France, the country to which we owe the international demonstration for the

eight hour day – that idea at one and the same time the most practical and the most

revolutionary – socialist France will yet again emerge victorious from this crisis.

Comrades,  you  are  fighting  today  a  difficult  combat;  you  are  placed  in  the  most

exposed  posts  in  defense  of  the  very  basis  of  proletarian  emancipation:  the  class

struggle. It’s in the name, in the interests of all – of international socialist democracy –

that you defend the future of socialism in France. And whoever knows the past of the

French Worker’s Party, whoever knows its history, the devotion of its troops of the first

order, knows that you will do your duty – as you have until now – up to the end, up to

victory!

Salut et fraternité

Rosa Luxemburg
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Mountains of smoking ruins, heaps of mangled corpses, a steaming, smoking sea of fire

wherever you turn, mud and ashes – that is all that remains of the flourishing little city

which perched on the rocky slope of the volcano like a fluttering swallow. For some

time  the  angry  giant  had  been  heard  to  rumble  and  rage  against  this  human

presumption, the blind self-conceit of the two-legged dwarfs. Great-hearted even in his

wrath,  a  true  giant,  he  warned  the  reckless  creatures  that  crawled  at  his  feet.  He

smoked,  spewed out  fiery  clouds,  in  his  bosom there  was  seething and boiling and

explosions like rifle volleys and cannon thunder. But the lords of the earth, those who

ordain human destiny, remained with faith unshaken – in their own wisdom.

On the 7th, the commission dispatched by the government announced to the anxious

people of St. Pierre that all was in order in heaven and on earth. All is in order, no cause

for alarm! – as they said on the eve of  the Oath of  the Tennis Court in the dance-

intoxicated halls of Louis XVI, while in the crater of the revolutionary volcano fiery lava

was gathering for the fearful eruption. All is in order, peace and quiet everywhere! - as

they said in Vienna and Berlin on the eve of the March eruption 50 years ago. The old,

long-suffering  titan  of  Martinique  paid  no  heed  to  the  reports  of  the  honorable

commission: after the people had been reassured by the governor on the 7th, he erupted

in the early hours of the 8th and buried in a few minutes the governor, the commission,

the people, houses, streets and ships under the fiery exhalation of his indignant heart.

The  work  was  radically  thorough.  Forty  thousand  human  lives  mowed  down,  a

handful of trembling refugees rescued – the old giant can rumble and bubble in peace,

he has shown his might, he has fearfully avenged the slight to his primordial power.
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And now in  the ruins  of  the  annihilated city  on Martinique  a  new guest  arrives,

unknown, never seen before – the human being. Not lords and bondsmen, not Blacks

and whites, not rich and poor, not plantation owners and wage slaves – human beings

have appeared on the tiny shattered island, human beings who feel only the pain and

see only the disaster, who only want to help and succor. Old Mt. Pelee has worked a

miracle! Forgotten are the days of Fashoda, forgotten the conflict over Cuba, forgotten

“la Revanche” – the French and the English, the tsar and the Senate of Washington,

Germany  and  Holland  donate  money,  send  telegrams,  extend  the  helping  hand.  A

brotherhood of peoples against nature’s burning hatred, a resurrection of humanism on

the  ruins  of  human  culture.  The  price  of  recalling  their  humanity  was  high,  but

thundering Mt. Pelee had a voice to catch their ear.

France weeps over the tiny island’s 40,000 corpses, and the whole world hastens to

dry the tears of the Mother Republic. But how was it then, centuries ago, when France

spilled blood in torrents for the Lesser and Greater Antilles? In the sea off the east coast

of  Africa  lies  a  volcanic  island  –  Madagascar:  50  years  ago  there  we  saw  the

disconsolate  Republic  who  weeps  for  her  lost  children  today,  how  she  bowed  the

obstinate native people to her yoke with chains and the sword. No volcano opened its

crater there: the mouths of French cannons spewed out death and annihilation; French

artillery fire swept thousands of flowering human lives from the face of the earth until a

free people lay prostrate on the ground, until the brown queen of the “savages” was

dragged off as a trophy to the “City of Light.”

On the Asiatic coast, washed by the waves of the ocean, lie the smiling Philippines.

Six years ago we saw the benevolent Yankees, we saw the Washington Senate at work

there. Not fire-spewing mountains – there, American rifles mowed down human lives

in  heaps;  the  sugar  cartel  Senate  which  today  sends  golden  dollars  to  Martinique,

thousands upon thousands, to coax life back from the ruins, sent cannon upon cannon,

warship upon warship, golden dollars millions upon millions to Cuba, to sow death and

devastation.

Yesterday, today – far off in the African south, where only a few years ago a tranquil

little  people lived by their labor and in peace, there we saw how the English wreak

havoc, these same Englishmen who in Martinique save the mother her children and the

children  their  parents:  there  we  saw  them  stamp  on  human  bodies,  on  children’s

corpses with brutal soldiers’ boots, wading in pools of blood, death and misery before

them and behind.

Ah, and the Russians, the rescuing, helping, weeping Tsar of All the Russians – an old

acquaintance! We have seen you on the camparts of Praga, where warm Polish blood

flowed in streams and turned the sky red with its steam. But those were the old days.
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No! Now, only a few weeks ago, we have seen you benevolent Russians on your dusty

highways,  in  ruined  Russian  villages  eye  to  eye  with  the  ragged,  wildly  agitated,

grumbling mob; gunfire rattled, gasping muzhiks fell to the earth, red peasant blood

mingled with the dust  of  the  highway.  They must  die,  they  must  fall  because their

bodies doubled up with hunger, because they cried out for bread, for bread!

And we have seen you too, oh Mother Republic, you tear-distiller. It was on May 23 of

1871: the glorious spring sun shone down on Paris; thousands of pale human beings in

working clothes stood packed together in the streets, in prison courtyards, body to body

and head to head; through loopholes in the walls, mitrailleuses thrust their bloodthirsty

muzzles.  No volcano erupted,  no  lava  stream poured  down.  Your  cannons,  Mother

Republic, were turned on the tight-packed crowd, screams of pain rent the air – over

20,000 corpses covered the pavements of Paris!

And all of you – whether French and English, Russians and Germans, Italians and

Americans – we have seen you all together once before in brotherly accord, united in a

great league of nations, helping and guiding each other: it was in China. There too you

forgot  all  quarrels  among yourselves,  there  too  you made a  peace of  peoples  – for

mutual murder and the torch. Ha, how the pigtails fell in rows before your bullets, like a

ripe grainfield lashed by the hail! Ha, how the wailing women plunged into the water,

their dead in their cold arms, fleeing the tortures of your ardent embraces!

And now they have all turned to Martinique, all one heart and one mind again; they

help,  rescue,  dry  the tears  and curse  the havoc-wreaking volcano.  Mt.  Pelee,  great-

hearted  giant,  you  can  laugh;  you  can  look  down  in  loathing  at  these  benevolent

murderers, at these weeping carnivores, at these beasts in Samaritan’s clothing. But a

day will come when another volcano lifts its voice of thunder: a volcano that is seething

and boiling, whether you need it or not, and will sweep the whole sanctimonious, blood-

splattered culture from the face of the earth. And only on its ruins will the nations come

together in true humanity, which will know but one deadly foe – blind, dead nature.
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An  extensive  debate  concerning  the  eight-hour  day  followed  the  report  on

parliamentary activity at our Party Congress last Wednesday and Thursday. It is true, it

ended with the usual referral of demands to our parliamentary delegation. But I hope

our representatives have nevertheless gathered from this debate that their procedure

concerning the eight-hour day has caused a certain dissatisfaction in large segments of

the Party. This debate, started by Comrade Eichhorn and many delegates from Berlin,

was therefore quite useful. But it perhaps missed a few important points.

It  would  indeed  grotesquely  minimize  the  issue  of  our  parliamentary  tactics

concerning the eight-hour day if we turned it into a mere question of the Reichstag’s

order of business, as some of our representatives did at the Congress. Even admitting

that  the  ordinary  mortal  comrade  may  lack  the  correct  understanding  of  this

mysterious  and  complicated  matter  called  the  Reichstag  order  of  business,

nevertheless, the order of business can only decide when and in what form we present

the demand for an eight-hour day to the Reichstag. In our view, however, the heart of

the matter is that our representatives are not asking for the eight-hour day at all, but

so far only for the ten-hour day!

Comrade Rosenov’s  report on parliamentary activity as well  as Comrade Edmund
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Fischer’s remarks made it clear that our delegation considers it a mere formality and

narrow pedantry to distinguish between demanding an eight-hour bill or a ten-hour bill

with the prospect of a later eight-hour bill. But in fact this is not a matter of form, but of

essential tactics.

It is clear that you must not demand a ten-hour day if you want the eight-hour day.

Do the contrary and you’ll  do well: if there is any possibility of getting legislation to

limit working time to ten hours, it is only by constantly pressing for an eight-hour day.

All our experiences point this up. Only by demanding from bourgeois society all that it

is capable of granting have we succeeded here and there in obtaining a small part. It is a

very new principle of so-called “practical politics” in our party to hope, on the contrary,

to get great effects through mutest and moderate demands.

Therefore we consider Bebel’s  argument,  cited by Edmund Fischer, as completely

wrong. Bebel suggests: we will demand the ten-hour day in order to force the bourgeois

parties to prose they meant their often repeated promises of this reform. No matter how

popular  and  appealing  this  tactical  turn  may  seem,  it  altogether  misses  the  mark.

Nobody can possibly believe that our too extreme demands made it impossible for the

bourgeois parties to show their good will. On the contrary, everyone knows very well

that the bourgeois majority of the Reichstag could be absolutely certain of our support

if ever they wanted to put through a bill for just the ten-hour day. No. it is exactly by

demanding the eight-hour bill that we can force the bourgeoisie to show its good will at

least with a more modest reform. Here as in other cases, it is only our pressure, our

pushing the bourgeois reforms to extremes, which squeezes a quarter ounce of “good

will” out of the bourgeoisie. It is obviously bad logic to count on bringing its so-called

good will out by taking the pressure off.

It is true that our faction has by no means formally given up its demand for the eight-

hour day, but it also has kept it only formally. The Social Democratic Party has been the

only party consistently to stick to the unamended eight-hour bill. If even our party now

postpones this bill in favor of a different, more easily achievable bill, we thereby admit

its present impossibility. In that case, it is evident that bourgeois society will no longer

considcr this reform at all. Put off until some time in the future, put after the more

easily realized demand for the ten-hour bill, the eight-hour day will in fact be removed

from practical politics for us. We must not deceive ourselves about this.

However, the legal eight-hour day is one of the demands on our minimal program.

i.e., it is the very least minimum of social reform which we, as representatives of the

workers’ interests, must demand and expect from the present state. The fragmentation

of even these minimal demands into still smaller morsels goes against all our tactics.

We must make our minimum demands in unamended form. Even if we are ready to
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accept any installment, we must leave it to the bourgeois parties themselves to whittle

down our demands to fit their interests.

If, on the other hand, we choose the way our delegation has taken concerning the

eight-hour day, we stop being the party of the most advanced social progress. Indeed,

how  do  we  look  even  now  with  our  ten-hour  bill,  compared  to  the  petition  of  the

Christian Miners’ Association of Upper Silesia for the eight-hour day? And above all, in

how awkward a position do we put our unions! They are already fighting for the nine-

hour or eight-hour day and have even pushed it through here and there.

But  let  us  have  aside  all  practical  considerations.  The  changing  of  our  minimal

demands into the yet smaller coin of bourgeois demands, as we see in the question at

hand, is also distressing because it shows a dangerous tendency. The remarks of our

delegates Rosenov, Edmund Fischer, and others showed beyond any doubt that they

have simply been hypnotized into believing that there is no prospect of the Reichstag

passing the eight-hour bill.  But if we ourselves  start believing that our demands are

excessive and practically impossible, then we are making the saddest moral concession

to bourgeois society.

We do not have much hope that the proposals referred to out representatives will

immediately influence their procedure in the Reichstag. There is all the more reason to

heed the excellent arguments of comrade Zetkin that the heart of our fight for the eight-

hour day must be outside: in the country, in agitation, not in the Reichstag. In this issue

too, our parliamentary actions must he prompted and given the necessary impetus by

the great mass of workers. And the latter know no diplomatic tricks: they stand fast by

the  cause  of  the  eight-hour  day,  a  cause  that  international  Social  Democracy  has

pleaded for decades, a cause for  which twelve May Days have been celebrated with

heavy sacrifices.
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I. The Church under the Monarchy and under the Republic

When one  speaks  of  an  anti-clerical  policy  of  Socialism,  it  is  evident  that  it  is  not

intended to attack religious convictions from a Socialistic point of view. The religion of

the masses will only completely disappear with the society of today, when man, instead

of being dominated by the social process, will dominate it and consciously direct it. This

sentiment  grows  less  and  less  as  the  masses,  educated  by  Socialism,  begin  to

understand social evolution.

That “religion is a private affair“ only compels us to be neutral and not to take part in

religious questions, when these only refer to intimate convictions and to the conscience.

But this rule has another meaning, it not only constitutes a directing principle which

should determine the proper conduct of Socialists, but it is an appeal addressed to the

actual State. In the name of liberty of conscience, we demand the abolition of all public

privileges which believers enjoy to the disadvantage of unbelievers, and we will assail

all efforts attempted by the Church to become a dominating power in the State. It is not

here a matter  of  conviction but of  politics,  and in this point the Socialist  Parties of

different countries can, according to circumstances, adopt very different tactics.

Germany and France have adopted a diametrically opposite policy. In Germany, not
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only  has  the  Social-Democracy  not  co-operated with  the  Kulturkampf  of  1870  and

1880, not only does it intervene regularly in favour of the return of the Jesuits; but our

party  takes  little  part  in  the  propaganda,  declaring  that  religion is  a  private  affair,

asking the suppression of all payment of public money to ecclesiastical purposes. No

doubt in legislative assemblies we vote against all credit for those purposes, but there is

no propaganda for this purpose, either in meetings, or in the press or in Parliament.

German Social-Democracy shows great reserve, not only in matters affecting religious

opinions  but  also  in  religious  politics,  just  as  in  practice  there  is  no  Republican

propaganda, though every Socialist is naturally a Republican. It is impossible that such

tactics should be observed in France with reference to Clericalism. It is true that the

conditions are absolutely different in the two countries. In Germany the majority of the

clergy are Protestants,  in France they are Catholics. No doubt there are Catholics in

Germany, but they are not in the majority, and ten years ago they were persecuted. The

Bismarckian Kulturkampf  naturally gave rise to a sort of alliance between Socialists

and Catholics, who were attacked at the same time and for the same reactionary reason

by means of laws of persecution. But now it is the contrary, and the Ultramontanes are

in power; but they have succeeded in doing this as a political party, and not as a church.

Therefore Social-Democracy can attack them, not as representing a particular faith, but

as Parliamentary representatives of taxes on food, on militarism, and of imperialism.

The  fundamental  difference  is  due  to  the  political  form.  However  reactionary  the

influence of the Church may be on public life, its importance is very different if this

takes place in a monarchy or in a republic.

In a monarchy the Church, which is essentially monarchical as an arbitrary doctrine,

enters in the mechanism of the State without destroying its harmony. In that sense it is

not an independent political power. On the other hand, the monarchy, which derives its

own authority from the same source as the Church, which also comes from heaven, has

less trouble in conquering the Church if she interferes in public life. And, whatever be

the docility and the obsequiousness of the Protestant clergy, it is characteristic that the

German Emperor had to proclaim a few years ago, on an unimportant occasion, that he

would not allow the clergy to take part in politics.

In Italy there is a struggle between the Quirinal and the Vatican, which appears to

contradict  what  we  have  just  said,  but  here  it  is  not  really  a  rivalry  between  the

Monarchy and the Church, but a rivalry between two secular sovereigns one reigning,

the other having lost his power. Russia affords us another striking example of how the

Church, though the form may be different, yet gives help to the public authority of a

monarchy.

For  these  same  reasons  the  Church,  considered  as  an  organ  of  public  opinion,

appears  at  first  sight  to  be  an  element  of  dissolution  in  republican  France  –  an
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opponent by instinct of the fundamental principles of the Republic ” appointment by

election  of  all  the  powers  of  the  State  and  sovereignty  of  the  people.  The  Church

opposed to the middle-class [1] principles of a purely secular power, driven by her own

spirit, and by personal relations which connect her with the aristocracy, and give her a

feudal character, a survival of the monarchical past, she tended naturally as an organ of

the State to claim for herself political independence, and posed as an adversary of the

Republic. The struggle against clericalism is like a red thread, which is always seen in

the course of  the  history of  the  middle-class  Republic  in France.  While the Church

seizes the schools step by step, to use them as an arm against the Republic, the latter

becomes exhausted in vain efforts to overcome the opposition, and to recover from the

periodical crises which overwhelm it.

In France the part played by the Church, and the part played by the army, offer a

great number of points of resemblance. We wrote the following more than a year ago in

the Neue Zeit, about the Dreyfus affair and the Socialistic crisis:

“The Third Republic has developed to a point in which it offers us the most perfect type of

a middle-class Government; but, at the same time, it has developed contradictions of its

own.  One  of  these  fundamental  contradictions  is  due  to  the  existence  of  a  Republic

founded on the authority of a middle-class Parliament and of a numerous standing army

which  are  needed  to  carry  out  a  Colonial  and  Imperialist  policy.  While  in  a  strong

monarchy the army, with its caste-like spirit, is simply a docile instrument in the hands of

the Executive,  in a Republic  it  tends to become an independent power,  only joined by

fragile bonds to the other parts of the State which, in a Parliamentary Republic, is ruled by

civilians who constantly change and whose supreme chief may be and is a former tanner or

an eloquent lawyer.

“The social evolution of France, which the policy of interests followed by the middle class

has driven to such a point that this class is split into isolated groups, which without the

slightest  feeling  of  responsibility  have made of  the  Government  and of  Parliament  the

plaything of their particular interests, and this evolution on the other hand has made the

army independent. Instead of being an instrument in the hands of the public authorities, it

has become a group with its own interests, and is ready to defend its privileges without

thinking of the Republic, in spite of the Republic, and even against the Republic.

“The antagonism between the Parliamentary Republic and the standing army can only

be solved by the return of the army to the civil society, and by the organisation of civil

society as an army. The army must no longer have for its object Colonial conquests and

must only think of the defence of the nation.

“In one word the standing army must be replaced by a militia. As long as this is not

done,  the  internal  contradiction  will  manifest  itself  by  periodical  crises,  by  struggles

between the Republic and its own army, struggles in which are shown the independence of

that institution, its corruption and its want of discipline. The Wilson affair, the Panama

and the Southern Railways scandals, had their counterpart in the Dreyfus affair.”
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The analogy of  the  situation occupied by  the army and by the Church towards the

Republic has brought about a closer union between these two powers and has given a

monarchical colouring to all the later political crises which have occurred in France.

Every time these two organs of the Republic have been united in their revolt.

And just as the contradiction between the army and the Republic can only be solved

by the transformation of the standing army into a militia, the contradiction between the

Catholic  Church  and  the  Republic  can  only  disappear  when the  Church  shall  have

ceased to be a public institution and shall have become a private institution, that is to

say, when the Church shall have been separated from the State, when the clergy shall

havebeen driven from the schools and from the army, and when the property of the

religious orders shall have been confiscated.

The Social-Democracy does not ask the partial confiscation of capitalist property by

the middle-class State, but that is not because it is in principle an opponent of these

confiscations. In cases where we ask for the socialisation of an industry, of that of the

railways  for  example,  we  should  not  object  if  this  measure  took  place  simply  by

confiscation. If this be not one of our desiderata, if we do not ask only in certain cases

that the State should take over an industry, it is because this working of an industry by

the State would not alter the capitalist character of property and, indeed, in some cases

it increases the power of a reactionary State. Even when this fear is not justified, as in

Switzerland, such a demand addressed to a middle-class government is really utopian.

But Social-Democracy is only more justified in demanding that the middle-class State

should put an end to mediaeval forms of property. The “dead hand“ is certainly one of

these. For all functions which used to be filled by it, as care of the poor, the sick, the

school, all these functions belong at present to the modern State. But clerical property,

now free  from its  obligation, only represents now in middle-class society a survival

from feudal times. Any middle-class revolution that was faithful to its duties should

confiscate the possessions of the Church. The Socialists, in advocating this measure in

France,  demanded  at  the  same  time  a  secular  education,  and  are  compelling  the

middle-class Republicans to carry out their principles.

If the French comrades wished to carry on in their country the German tactics which

relate to other circumstances, and to abstain from taking part in the political struggle

engaged in for the last thirty years between the Republic and the Church, if they said

that  all  these  quarrels  did  not  interest  them,  they  would  condemn themselves  and

would have no influence in practical politics.

II. Socialist and Middle-Class Anti-Clericalism
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The  Socialists  have  to  fight  against  the  Church  which  is  an  anti-Republican  and

reactionary power, not to agree with middle class anti-clericalism, but to get rid of it.

The incessant guerrilla warfare waged for the last ten years against the priests is for

French middle-class Republicans one of the best ways of turning away the attention of

the working-class  from social  questions,  and of  weakening  the  class  struggle.  Anti-

clericalism is also the only cause of the existence of the Radical Party; the evolution

over the last  30 years and the rise  of  Socialism have made that  Partys  programme

useless.

For the middle-class parties, the struggle against the State is not really a means but

an end in itself, it is carried on in such a way that it will never attain the object; it is

thought that it will go on for ever and thus become a permanent institution. What we

have just said, shows that Socialists must not be satisfied in following the middle-class

anti-clericals, they are their adversaries and they must be unmasked by the war against

the Church.

What distinguishes the anti-clerical aim of Socialism from that of the middle-class, is

not only the extent and the greater decision of its programme, but also the starting

point  which  is  quite  different.  The  designedly  hopeless  campaign  that  middle-class

Republicans are engaged in for the last 30 years against the Church takes a particular

character; they will divide artificially into two different questions, a problem which,

politically, is one and indivisible; they will say that the secular clergy and the regular

clergy are different, and they try to ignore the religious orders – though this is difficult

while they will  not see that the real question is the separation of Church and State.

Instead of cutting the Gordian knot at one blow, by suppressing the budget of public

worship and all the administrative functions entrusted to the clergy and by confiscating

the wealth of the religious orders, they only attack the non-authorised orders. Instead

of  separating  the  Church  from the  State,  they  try,  on  the  contrary,  to  connect  the

religious orders with the State. Whilst they appear to take the schools away from the

religious orders, no real blow is struck against the Church because it is still recognised

as a State institution. The attitude of the Waldeck-Rousseau Ministry is typical on this

question. So it is quite false to say that these pitiable, anti-clerical measures of Radical

Ministries and of the Parliamentary majority are the beginning of wider reforms, and

that they are a partial solution to the problem. On the contrary, this barren struggle

against  the  orders  only  turns  aside the attack  from the most  vulnerable  point,  and

protects the principal position of the clericals. Therefore, the Church keeps up carefully

the belief  in the favourite fiction of  middle-class  Republicans,  namely,  that  there is

some opposition  between  the  seculars  and the  regulars.  The  Church  shows  this  by

apparent hostilities.

Middle-class anti-clericalism therefore, really consolidates the power of the Church
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just as middle-class anti-militarism, as it was shown in the Dreyfus affair, only touched

phenomena which are  inherent  in  militarism; it  only  purified the corruption of the

general staff and really strengthened the army.

The first duty of Socialism is evidently to unmask that policy at all times. To do this,

it need only assert its complete religious policy and contrast it with the emasculated

programme of the middle-class Republicans. But if the Socialists had seriously to take

part, without criticising, in the wretched pretences of fighting which the Parliamentary

Radicals wage, if they did not say at all times, that these middle-class “priest eaters“ [2]

are above all, the enemies of the proletariat, then the aim of Republican anti-clericalism

would be attained, and the class struggle would become corrupt. Not only would the

struggle  against  clerical  reaction  be  hopeless,  but  the  danger  which,  both  for

Republicanism and for Socialism, results from the joint action of middle-class men and

workers would undoubtedly be greater than the inconveniences which are to be feared

from the reactionary attacks of the Church.

So, in my opinion, the following is the policy which should be followed by Socialism

in France: It should neither adopt the tactics of German Social-Democracy, nor that of

French Radicals; it must attack and conquer, not only the reactionary forces of the anti-

Republican Church, but also the hypocrisy of the middle-class anti-clericalism.

ROSA LUXEMBURG, of the Leipziger

Volkszeiting

Notes by MIA

1.During the late 19th century and early 20th century the French word bourgeois  was often
translated  into  English  as  “middle-class”,  i.e.  the  class  between  the  proletariat  and  the
aristocracy.  So  modern  readers  should  substitute  the  word  “bourgeois”  for  “middle-class”
throughout this text.

2.  The  French original  says:  “bourgeois”  mangeurs de  prêtres.  The phrase  mangeurs  de
prêtres  does  literally  mean “priest-eaters”,  but  probably  a  more idiomatic  rendering of  the
phrase would be “‘bourgeois’ priest-haters”
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Source: (German) Politische Schriften, III (Frankfurt: Europaische, Verlagsanstalt,

1968), pp.23-82. (English) Selected Political Writings Rosa Luxemburg, 1971,

edited by Dick Howard.

Abstract: The original article contains parts 1-7. This work presents only 1-4. We

earnestly hope to find someone who can translate the remaining sections of this work.

Translated: Originally written in Polish, then translated into German (by Tadeusz

Kachlak, with the help of Bernherd Blanke and Victoria Vierhelles), this text was

translated from the German translation into English by Tom Herbst.

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins, with special thanks to Dick

Howard and Monthly Review Press for permissions.

Copyright: Monthly Review Press, 1971. Printed with the permission of Monthly

Review Press. Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2004.

For many years now on the anniversary of the heroic deaths of Kunicki,  Bardowski,

Ossowski, and Pietrusinski,[1] social-patriotic skirmishes which only harm the memory

of the founders of the first socialist party in Poland have taken place at the graves of

those who fell for the cause of international socialism. We are speaking of those yearly

festivities which – especially in foreign lands – are organized by the “Polish Socialist

Party” [PPS], whose goal is to usurp the past of the Polish labor movement for the use

of today’s nationalism in the guise of socialism. We mean the obtrusive homages of that

political movement for whose program and political ethic the lives and actions of the

fallen were only damnable.

Men who stood on such a high intellectual plane as those four, who met death for an

idea with heads held high, and who in dying encouraged and inflamed the living, are

doubtless not the exclusive property of any particular party, group, or sect. They belong
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in the pantheon of all mankind, and anyone to whom the idea of freedom, no matter

what its content or form, is truly precious should embrace them as kindred spirits and

honor their memory. Especially whenever the academic youth of Poland take part in

great numbers in the festivities in memory of the Proletariat Party, we view it with real

joy  as  a  symptom  of  idealism  and  promising  revolutionary  leanings  among  our

intelligentsia.

We want neither to monopolize the memory of the heroes of the Proletariat nor to

fight for it in the narrow interest of the Party, as for the body of Patroclus. But when the

honoring of the memory of the executed becomes a noisy and mindless sport, when it is

lowered to the level of common advertising, to the signboard of a political group, and

when the ideas and deeds of  the  Proletarians for  which they died are  misused and

misinterpreted before the people for this base purpose, then it is simply the duty of

those who, because of the spirit of their principles, are the heirs of the revolutionary

tradition of the Proletariat, to protest loudly. We are no friends of those regular annual

festivals  in  honor  of  revolutionary  traditions  which  become  both  commonplace,

because of their mechanical regularity, and like everything that is “traditional” rather

banal.[2]  We are nevertheless of  the opinion that,  for the present,  those who fell  on

January 28 can best be honored by showing that their graves are not the proper spot for

social-patriotic capers or for tin soldiers exercising for the “national uprising”.

It is also unfortunate that the traditions of the socialist movement in our land are so

little known to the contemporary generation of Polish revolutionaries. In our opinion, it

is time to revive the memories of our past struggle, a struggle which today can be a rich

source of moral reinforcement and political instruction. Above all, it is time that the

intellectual character of the first influential and organizationally strong socialist party

in Poland, the Proletariat, be studied and that it be described in its own words and

deeds in the light of historical truth.

He who would correctly evaluate and understand the political ideas of the Proletariat

Party, must start from the assumption that this party was not united in its program,

that its program and direction were influenced by two distinct elements: by the West

and by Russia, by the Marxist theory and by the practice of the Narodnaya Volya.

The social  conditions of  Congress Poland in the 1880s were a suitable base for  a

“labor  movement”  in  the  European  sense  of  the  term.  The  land  reform  and  the

development  of  industry  after  the  collapse  of  the  last  uprising  completed  the  final

triumph of  capitalism in  the  cities  and,  partially,  in  the  country.[3]  The  positivistic

theory of “organic work” swept away the last vestiges of the feudal-national ideology

from  society  and  laid  the  foundation  for  the  social  and  intellectual  rule  of  the

bourgeoisie  in  a  more  naked  form  than  in  any  other  country.[4]  Modern  class
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antagonism,  the  economic  situation,  and  the  social  importance  of  the  industrial

proletariat became clear. “Thus the objective conditions which form the foundation of

the Marxist teaching were almost totally fulfilled in Congress Poland, and the socialist

struggle of the Proletariat could be logically based on Marxist principles.

This  view  is  clearly  articulated  in  the  second  chapter  of  the  proclamation  of  the

workers’ committee of the social-revolutionary Proletariat Party in 1882: “Our land is

not an exception to the general development of European society – its past and present

constitution,  based  on  exploitation  and  oppression,  offers  our  worker  nothing  but

misery  and  degradation.  Our  society  today  shows  all  of  the  characteristics  of  a

bourgeois-capitalist constitution, and even though the lack of political freedom gives it

a distorted and sickly appearance, this does not alter the essence of its character.[5]

Here too socialism has a modern foundation appropriate to the class structure of

society:

“The interests of the exploited cannot be brought into harmony with the interests of the

exploiters. These cannot progress together in the name of some fictional national unity. If

one also assumes that the interests of the worker in the city and the laborer in the country

are  the  same,  one  must  affirm  that  the  Polish  proletariat  differs  basically  from  the

privileged classes and that  it  takes  up  the struggle  with them as  an independent  class

which has completely different economic, political, and moral tendencies.”[6]

The  proclamation  marks  the  character  of  the  socialist  class  struggle  from  the  very

beginning as purely international and stresses that “economic conditions are the basis

of social relations: all other phenomena are subordinate to these conditions”[7] Thus the

proclamation  formally  recognizes  historical  materialism  as  the  foundation  for  its

weltanschauung. In all decisive points the views of the Proletariat simply transplanted

the ideas of Marx and Engels’ Communist Manifesto to Polish soil.

This general criticism of capitalism, however, does not fix the form of direct action of

the Party, nor does it determine its political program or tactics. There is a huge gap

between 1) the recognition of  the general  principles of scientific socialism and their

consequences  for  the  activity  and  duties  of  the  Party,  and  2)  the  theory  of  the

Manifesto,  and the direct program and practice of Social  Democracy. The political

views of the Proletariat Party were to be influenced to a great extent by the Russian

Narodnaya Volya.

The entire  form of  this  [latter]  organization was stamped by completely  different

social conditions from those influencing the Polish group. It grew in the soil of a weakly

developed capitalistic society in which social existence was still  largely controlled by

agriculture and the remnants of the ancient Russian system of communal property. The
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socialist theory of the Narodnaya Volya did not rely on the city proletariat but rather on

the owner – the peasant community. It did not strive for the realization and overcoming

of  capitalism;  it  sought only to hinder capitalist  development.  It  did not  search for

success in the class struggle but rather in the efforts of a courageous minority to seize

control of the state. If we consider subjective idealism[8] to be the basis of the historical

views  of  the  Narodnaya  Volya,  we  see  that  its  theory  differs  in  all  essential

characteristics from the principles of the Proletariat Party.

To  be  sure,  the  Narodnaya  Volya  was  not  a  perfectly  unitary  structure:  Western

influences and the beginnings of Marxist theory can be noted in several areas. Yet the

political  program of  this  party  is  not  easily  fixed.  Only  after  serious thought  and a

thorough analysis of the periodic publications of this party can one arrive at a clear

answer to the question of how the political action of the Narodnaya Volya may really be

understood.  Did  it  aim at  the  overthrow  of  personal  rule  and the  calling-in  of  the

Zemsky Sobor in order immediately to enact transitional measures of a socialist nature

so as to strengthen the system of communal property which would serve as a future

basis for the socialist society? Or did it want first to establish the usual constitutional

rights? In its own time, as we shall see, there were those who interpreted the goals of

the Narodnava Volya in the latter manner. However, if one is willing to take a fitting

label from the history of Western European socialism, then the term “Blanquist” would

undoubtedly be the best description of the political strategy of the Narodnaya Volya.

Blanquism is a strategy which is determined, on the one hand, to win the trust of the

mass of the people, and on the other hand, to seize power by means of a conspiratorial

party  which  then  institutes  only  those  parts  of  the  socialist  program  “which  are

possible.” This judgement of the Narodnaya Volya is precisely that of the Russian Social

Democrats,[9] whose programmatic publications contain a wide and exhaustive critique

of the historical Weltanschauung; and the economic theories of that party as well as of

its political methods.

Considering their contrasting perspectives, the influence of the Narodnaya Volya on

the  Proletariat  at  first  seems  incomprehensible,  and  the  uniting  of  such  different

elements appears as a near insoluble problem. While in its basic views the Proletariat

Party was  founded on common European-international  bases,  the  Narodnaya Volya

was a purely “home-made” Russian structure. The correct understanding of how and

why these two completely different ideas nevertheless united is very important because

of  the  decisive  role  played  by  this  union  in  the  history  and  final  demise  of  the

Proletariat Party.

II
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There  were  three  phases  in  the  intellectual  development  of  the  founders  of’  the

Proletariat Party. The second of these, which had the most influence on the program of’

the Party,  is closely tied to the activities of  the brightest mind and most influential

leader of Polish socialism at the time, Ludwik Waryinski.

The first phase lasted until  about 1880. It was a time of theoretical fermentation,

specially  among  the  socialist  émigrés  in  Switzerland.  Its  literary  organ  was  the

Równosć  [Equality] of Geneva. The theory of scientific socialism its economics as

well  as  its  general  critique  of  the  bourgeois  social  order  is,  at  bast  to  an  extent,

recognized in this periodical. However, concerning the application of this theory, the

program of direct political action, the standpoint of the Równosć is not at all clear. Its

views are enunciated in the so-called Brussels Program of 1878. After setting forth the

economic and social foundations of socialist society in its first four points, this program

declares that the realization of these principles should be the task of a “general and

international revolution.” On this basis the program goes on, somewhat vaguely, to call

for a “federal alliance with the socialists of all countries”. Concerning practical activity,

the  program contains  only  a  fairly  obscure  declaration that  “the  foundation  of  our

activity is the moral concurrence of the means with the end.” In a very general manner

it names as the “means which contribute to the development of our party”: organization

of  the  energy  of  the  people,  oral  and  written  propaganda  about  the  principles  of

socialism,  and  agitation,  “that  is,  protests,  demonstrations,  and  any  sort  of  active

struggle which is directed against the contemporary social order and which is in accord

with our principles.” Finally, there is the allusion that, in view of the lack of success of

legal  means  of  struggle,  this  program  can  be  fulfilled  only  “through  a  socialist

revolution.”[10]  Political  demands, or any sort of  call for direct action, are not to be

found in this program.

Thus,  the  Równosć  group  does  not  differentiate  between  the  three  divisions  of

Poland. It applies its principles and actions in exactly the same manner in Galicia as in

the Posen area or in Congress Poland. If, in fact, the socialists set up no special program

designed to fit  the conditions of  a particular region but prefer to try to achieve the

international  socialist  revolution  through  some  “organization”  of  workers,  then  the

various  national-political  conditions  of  the  three  divisions  of  Poland  are  of  no

significance  and  require  no  special  procedures.  Not  only  that  the  program  of  the

Równosć could be applied just as well or poorly in England, France, or Germany as in

the individual divided sections of Poland. The socialist political standpoint at that time

becomes  clear  in  only  one  aspect  –  in  its  rejection  of  nationalism,  in  its  rigorous

internationalist attitude. In the lead article of Równosć, “Patriotism and Socialism,” we

re ad: “Of the patriotic parties there are still some small groups left which hold to the

belief that they will once again raise the flag for the ’freedom of the fatherland,’ that
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they will plunge one last time into battle with the enemy, and that they will then see the

dear fatherland once more!  Let us respect every genuine feeling of  these men,  who

yesterday were ready to offer everything, just as they are today. But we Polish socialists

have nothing in  common with them! Patriotism and socialism are  two ideas  which

cannot be brought into accord.[11]

At an assembly in Geneva in November 1880, Ludwik Waryński stressed:

What differentiates our present meeting from so many previous ones is the way in which

we relate to one another – we Polish socialists and you, our Russian comrades. We do not

appear before you as champions of the future Polish state, as the oppressed subjects of the

Russian  state,  but  rather  as  representatives  and defenders  of  the  Polish  proletariat  in

relation  with  you,  the  representatives  of  the  Russian  proletariat.  The  ideals  of  Slavic

confederation, of which Bakunin dreamed, are entirely foreign to us. We are completely

indifferent to these or those borders of the Polish state, which so excite our patriots. Our

fatherland is the entire world. We are not the conspirators of the “thirties”, who seek out

one another in order to increase our own numbers. We are not the fighters of 1863, who

were bound together only by a mutual hatred of the Czar, and who lost their lives on the

field  of  the  nationalist  struggle.  We  have  no  national  enemies.  We  are  countrymen,

members of one great nation which is even more unfortunate than Poland, the nation of

the proletariat.[12]

In even stronger language, the Równosć announced in a lead article: “We have broken

once and for all  with patriot  programs;  we want  neither  a  feudal  nor a  democratic

Poland and not only do we not want it, we are firmly convinced that the struggle for the

restoration of Poland by the people today an absurd idea.”[13]

Excepting this strongly international attitude, which had, to be sure, a much more

positive political significance in our land than in other countries, Polish socialism of the

time, in ignoring the political struggle, showed an unconscious kinship with anarchism.

We have no possibility today of determining what extent individual members of the

Równosć group actually held anarchist views. But considering the quick transition to a

more mature political position, one can assume that the anarchistic waverings were,

more than anything else, a symptom of the multiplicity of opinions within the group.

In any case,  it  is  characteristic  of  the  views presented in  the Równosć  that  the

national-political  conditions  in  any  country  could  only  present  an  obstacle  to  the

international tendencies of socialism. The founding of separate socialist parties, as well

as  the  political  battles  which are  the results  of  particular  national  conditions,  were

recognized as only a necessary evil: “Our ideal remains an international union, and if

the  given  political  conditions  of  a  wide  international  organization  did  not  create

obstacles, if they did not absorb a part of the socialist forces into the battle with the

government, then the foundation of a common socialist organization would already be
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present in the economic conditions.”[14] What can be inferred from this is, at best, the

fact  that  the  organic  connection  of  the  economic  relations  with  the  governmental

institutions was then, at least for several leaders of the Równosć group, a complete

mystery. The basic teaching that every class struggle is by its very nature a political

struggle also appears to have made no impression on the group’s leaders. This is logical

in light of the fact that although the Równosć strove for the “ideal” of an international

union, it did not understand that the collapse of such a union and the birth of individual

labor parties in each state are necessary and progressive phenomena at a certain stage

of the socialist struggle.

But,  as we have already said,  a decisive  change took place in the program of the

Polish socialists. In the summer of 1881, we can already see the transition to the second

phase of development of  the group’s program under the influence of Waryński.  The

program of the worker’s of Galicia in the first year of the magazine Przedświt [Dawn]

shows us the ideas of the founders of the Proletariat already in full maturity, while the

political character of the program also becomes completely clear. On the one hand, the

international and anti-national standpoint is just as obvious as in the previous phase.

Yet as Waryński’s group moved into the realm of practical political activity instead of

continuing  to  spread  hazy  socialist  propaganda,  even  its  anti-nationalism  assumed

concrete  and palpable  forms  and attained  to  a  position of  some importance in  the

overall political views of the group.

If, for example, in Waryński’s speech, the solidarity with the Russian revolutionaries

and  the  negative  evaluation  of  Polish  nationalism  seem  only  to  stem  from  the

international  character  of  socialism’s  final  goal  and  this  had  been  the  view  of  the

Równosć – then this same idea is developed by Przedświt explicitly as the basis of a

minimal  program,  or  more  exactly,  as  a  political  strategy  for  socialists.  Waryński’s

critique of  the  social-political  union Lud Polski  [The  Polish People],  which became

prominent in August 1881 with a proclamation announcing its program, is especially

representative of the political position of Przedświt.

Other socialists of the Geneva group, Brzezinski, Jablonski, Padlewski, spoke against

the above-mentioned proclamation because, among other things, “we see the goals of

socialism not as far-off, ultimate goals (as does the proclamation of the Lud Polski) but

rather as the only goals. Thus, while other socialists of the group were still completely

unaware of the relationships between the final goals and the direct political program,

Waryński writes with amazing clarity:

In the program of the Lud Polski, that which I have just discussed is not accidental; it is

not simply an inaccuracy but an essential part of this program. In contrast to all other

socialist party programs and in opposition to the theories of modern socialism, it places
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the problem of political-national liberation on a level  with the common human task of

socio-economic  liberation.  Such  a  coexistence  of  general  with  specific  problems  as  is

contained in  this  proclamation  is  only  possible  in  a  single  program when the  specific

problem  is  treated  as  a  minimal,  short-term  demand.  Otherwise,  it  is  completely

unintelligible  how  such  individual  problems  as  alleviating  political  oppression  in  the

various regions of Poland can be equated with social and economic liberation. In other

words, a  poor understanding is  shown for the fact that liberation from socio-economic

servitude also signifies a simultaneous emancipation of the individual and the group from

material  and  moral  oppression.  Therefore,  I  view  the  removal  of  political-national

oppression in the program of the Lud Polski as a poorly formulated “minimal program”

and I must discuss it as such.

After Waryński has demolished the equation of a program of national liberation with

the  final  goals  of  socialism  in  a  few  words,  he  analyzes  the  same  postulate  as  an

immediate task of the proletariat:

Without asking why the Lud Polski union formulates this mini mal program so vaguely,

without asking why it does not clearly set this as an immediate goal of its efforts, I feel that

the  establishment  of  such  a  program  for  all  three  divisions  of  Poland,  or  for  each

separately, has only it negative effect on the work which the socialists must keep in mind as

their practical duty.

The minimal program set up by the socialists assumes a day-to-day struggle with capital.

Their  goal  is  not  a  “national  re  birth”  but  the  widening  of  the  political  rights  of  the

proletariat  in  order  to  enhance  the  possibility  of  building  mass  organizations  for  the

struggle with the bourgeoisie as a political and so cial class.

The “Program of the Labor Party of Galicia” was composed of similar stuff, although it

was written not only for the Polish people but also for the various proletarian groups of

those nations which had united themselves into one party in Galicia. This fact should serve

as an answer to those who want to talk of the special conditions of development in our

society. We also advise our socialist champions to think a bit more about this fact.

It is easy to see that in Posen the socialist movement will go the same way as in Galicia.

There, too, the Polish and German workers will unite to form a strong organization which

is not only conditioned by eternal relations, but in its content and its essence is founded on

the principles of international solidarity ... We do not doubt that in Congress Poland, too,

men who well understand the obligations of socialism and who are truly devoted to the

cause of  socialism will  contribute to the development of  the  socialist  movement in the

same direction there.

We have tarried at this quotation because, as the reader with a thorough knowledge of

modern socialist thought will recognize, it is a prime example of the Social Democratic

creed. That which separates the Social Democratic position from those of other socialist

movements is, above all, its conception of the transformation of the modern society into

a  socialist  society.  In  other  words,  its  conception  of  the  relationship  between  the

immediate tasks of socialism and its final goals.
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From the standpoint of Social  Democracy, which bases its  views on the theory of

scientific socialism, the transition to a socialist society can only be the result of a phase

of development, of greater or lesser duration. This development, to be sure, does not

preclude the necessity for the final conversion of society by means of a violent political

overthrow,  that  is,  by  what  is  usually  called  revolution.  However,  this  resolution is

impossible if  the bourgeois society has not previously passed through the necessary

phases of development. This development must take place in the objective factor of the

socialist overthrow, the capitalist society itself, as well as in the subjective factor, the

working class.

Beginning with the principle of scientific socialism that the “liberation of the working

class can only be achieved by the working class itself.” Social Democracy recognizes that

only the working class as such can carry out the overthrow, that is, the revolution for

the realization of  the  socialist  transformation.  By working class,  it  means the  truly

broad mass of the workers, above all the industrial proletariat. Thus a prerequisite for

the conversion to socialism must be the conquest of political power by the working class

and the establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat, a necessary step for the

institution of transitional measures.

But in order to be able to fulfill this task, the working masses must be fully aware of

their goal and become a class-organized mass. On the other hand, the bourgeois society

must have already reached a state of economic as well as political development which

allows the introduction of socialist institutions. These prerequisites are dependent on

one another and influence each other reciprocally. The working class cannot attain to

any organization or consciousness without specific political conditions which allow an

open class struggle, that is, without democratic institutions within the framework of the

state.  And conversely,  the attaining of  democratic institutions in the state and their

spread into the working class is – at a certain historical moment, in a certain phase in

the  development  of  class  antagonism – impossible  without  the  active  struggle  of  a

conscious and organized proletariat.

The  solution  to  this  apparent  paradox  lies  in  the  dialectical  process  of  the  class

struggle of the proletariat  fighting for democratic conditions in the state and at the

same time organizing itself and gaining class consciousness. Because it gains this class

consciousness  and  organizes  itself  in  the  course  of  the  struggle,  it  achieves  a

democratization of the bourgeois state and, in the measure that it itself ripens, makes

the bourgeois state ripe for a socialist revolution.

Elementary principles for the practical activity of Social Democracy depend on the

above conception: the socialist struggle must be a mass struggle of the proletariat. It

must be a daily struggle for the democratization of the institutions of the state, for the
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raising of the intellectual and material level of the working class, and at the same time,

for  the  organization  of  the  working  masses  into  a  particular  political  party  which

consciously sets itself against the entire bourgeois society in its struggle for a socialist

revolution.

The  appropriation of  these  principles  to  the  Polish  socialist  movement  and their

application in this movement were extremely important and difficult tasks. In contrast

to  the  nations  of  Western  Europe,  the  situation  of  the  socialists  in  Poland  is

complicated by, on the one hand, the three sorts of political conditions under which the

Polish proletariat must live [in the three divisions of Poland] – this is especially true for

the specific political conditions of the most important division of Poland, the Russian

zone – and on the other hand, by the national question.

These important and difficult tasks were accomplished for the first time in the history

of  the  Polish  labor  movement  by  Ludowik  Waryński  (as  the  above  quotation  has

shown),  who  formulated  the  Social  Democratic  principles  so  clearly  and  precisely.

Neither before nor during his time do we hear equally cogent statements from other

Polish socialists.

Concerning the national question, Waryński rejects the rebuilding of Poland with the

same decisiveness shown by the Równosć group; however, he places the solution of

the problem on a completely different level. The Równosć group explained its negative

position  on  nationalist  tendencies  as  resulting  from  the  contradiction  of  these

tendencies with the international goals  of  socialism as sell  as  with the group’s  own

indifference to political work in general.[15]  Waryński, on the other hand, rejects the

nationalist program not because of the ultimate goals of socialism but because of the

priority of immediate problems. He opposes the politics of the workers to the politics of

the nationalism.

Since the goal of the day-to-day effort of the Proletariat Party is the organization and

enlightenment of the working class, Waryński deduces that its political program can be

neither  that  of  the  overthrow  nor  that  of  the  establishment  of  states.  Rather,  its

program must be the winning and widening of the political rights which are absolutely

necessary for the organization of the masses within the bourgeois states in which they

are active.

Waryński defines two principles of the Social Democratic political program for the

Polish proletariat:  1) as the starting point for political action, the recognition of  the

existing historical and governmental situation as a given condition; 2) as the goal of this

political action, the democratization of the given political conditions.
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Thus if the negative conclusion deduced from these principles was the rejection of the

program for the re-establishment of the Polish state, then the result would have to be

the formulation of a Social Democratic program or better, three separate programs for

the Polish proletariat. If the political conditions of each of the three divisions of Poland

are viewed as decisive in determining the action to be taken by the proletariat, then it

must be realized that a single program for all of the workers of the three parts of Poland

is impossible, that the program and action must be different in each division, and yet

that within each of these three zone’s, the program must be completely equally applied

to all national groups.

Waryński expresses this in the aforementioned article in relation to the Posen area

and to Galicia. This concept was first related to the Russian zone in a somewhat later

document, which is the product of the most mature thinking of Waryński and his group

during that middle phase of Polish socialism directly before the formal organization of

the Proletarat Party. This document, an appeal (dated November 8, l881 to the Russian

socialists by a group of former members of the Równosć group and the editorial staff

of the socialist magazine Przedświt, was printed in the December 1, 1881), issue of

Przedświt.  The goal of this appeal was to convince the Russian socialists that they

should work with their Polish comrades in formulating a common program. It was the

boldest political consequence of Waryński’s principles. Not only the conclusion but also

the way in which it is substantiated by Waryński’s characteristically clear and emphatic

thinking are of such note that we do not hesitate to reproduce the entire final section of

this document here.

After an interpretation of the significance of the political struggle in Russia and the

historical decline in importance of the question of Poland, the appeal closes with the

words:

We now summarize:

a)Socialism is here, as it is everywhere, an economic problem which has nothing in

common with the national problem and which, in practice, takes on the form of the

class struggle.

b) Guarantees for the progress of this struggle and the future victory of the proletariat

in  the  social  revolution  are  1)  the  maximum  development  of  the  socialist

consciousness of the working masses and 2) their organization as a class on the basis

of their class interests.

c)  Political  freedom is  necessary to the realization of  these goals.  The lack of  this

freedom places  a  mass  organization of  the workers  of  Russia before  an enormous

obstacle.

Further,  in  agreement  with  the  conclusions  reached  in  a  discussion  between  the

Rosa Luxemburg: In Memory of the Proletariat Party (1903) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1903/02/proletariat-party.htm

11 of 31 9/20/2018, 9:19 PM



Równosć group and the Russian comrades during the previous year:

a) The character of the social-revolutionary organization is influenced solely by general

economic interests and the political situation.

b) The organization of the socialist party can be accomplished, on the one hand, on the

basis  of  economic  conditions,  and  on  the  other  hand,  on  the  basis  of  the  existing

governmental-political conditions. In the latter case, the boundaries of nationality cannot

serve as a foundation for the organization of the party.

c) It follows, therefore, that the socialist party of Poland cannot exist as a homogeneous

unity. There can only be Polish socialist groups in Austria, Germany, and Russia, which

form unions with the socialist  organizations of other nationalities within the particular

state. This does not, however, exclude the possibility of connections with one another and

with still other socialist organizations.

Finally, the following should serve as a guideline:

a) The success of the terrorist struggle for political freedom in Russia is dependent on the

collaboration of the organized work ing masses of different nationalities within the Russian

state.

b)  Emphasis  on  the  Polish  national-political  problem  can  only  harm  the  struggle  for

political  freedom  in  Russia;  nationalism  can  only  operate  to  the  disadvantage  of  the

working class.

If we view everything said up to this point, we come to the following results:

I) The organizing of a common socialist party containing the socialist organizations of the

various nationalities in the Russian state is an absolute necessity.

II)  The  welding  together  of  groups  previously  fighting  separately  on  the  political  and

economic fronts is also absolutely essential to the intensification of united struggle.

III)  The formulation of  a  political  program which is  common to all  socialists  active  in

Russia and which fulfills all of the above conditions is indispensable.

A glance  is  sufficient  to  assure  us  that  we  have  here  a  document  of  extraordinary

significance  for  the  socialist  movement  in  Poland.  It  is  clear  that  the  “Appeal  of

December  1881”  formulates  a  political  program  which  is,  to  a  great  degree,  Social

Democratic  and  completely  identical  with  the  ideas  of  the  contemporary  “Social

Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania.”[16]

This  is  true  not  only  for  the  general  principles:  the  impossibility  of  a  common

program and common organization for the Polish socialists from all three divisions of

Poland, and the indispensability of a common program and a common organization for

the socialists under each divisional power. It is also true for the decisive rejection of a

programs  of  independence  for  Poland.  But  most  important,  the  appeal  of  the
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Przedświt and the old Równosć formulates for the first time a positive program of

Social  Democracy  for  the  Russian  zone:  the  winning  of  political  freedoms,  i.e.,

constitutional forms within Russia.

But that is not all. The attentive reader will notice that in the appeal itself, Waryński

and his comrades presuppose that the Russian socialists set themselves the same goal.

In the Appeal, they clearly mention the activity of the Narodnaya Volya. They speak,

without a second thought, of the “terrorist struggle for political freedom in Russia” and

view this terrorism on the part of the Russian party simple as a tactic in the struggle for

the  overthrow  of  the  Czar  and  the  establishment  of  democratic  freedoms  in  the

European sense. In addition, they attempt to found this view, as far as is possible, in

Social Democratic theory when they declare that the terrorism of the Narodnaya Volya

will only have political significance when it is supported by the conscious action of the

organized working class throughout the state.

Doubtless,  terrorism  would  not  be  viewed  today  by  Social  Democracy,  Polish  or

Russian,  as  an  appropriate  and  useful  forms  of  struggle.  The  Social  Democrats,

enriched  by  the  experiences  of  the  Proletariat  Party  and  the  Narodnaya  Volya,

understand that terror cannot be combined with the mass struggle of the working class:

instead, it only makes that struggle more difficult and dangerous. But Waryński and his

comrades in the year 1881 could not have had this knowledge. They had to believe in

the indispensability and usefulness of terrorism in Russia, for in that moment in which

they appeared with their Appeal the terrorist party of Russia stood at the apex of its

power and actually appeared to shake the very foundations of czarism.[17] We can a1so

note  precisely  the  same  viewpoint  in  the  basic  publications  of  the  Russian  Social

Democrats,  who  examined  the  entire  theoretical  and  practical  foundation  of  the

Narodnalya Volya four years after Waryński had articulated his position.

Thus, the most striking fact here is not the recognition given terror itself but rather

the fact that the appeal of the Polish socialists attempts to give terrorism both Social

Democratic goals and a broad foundation in the class struggle.

To what extent this conception of the Russian socialism of the time corresponds to

reality will be seen presently. There is, however, another side of the subject which is

important.  Waryński’s  group,  in  developing their  own program,  arrived at  a  purely

Social Democratic standpoint, and from this standpoint, they sought unity of program

and action with the Russian socialists.

This moment is the high point in the development of the founders of the Proletariat,

and also a turning point in their history. As soon as the last political consequences were

drawn, Waryński  and his  comrades  applied their  program in practice  to the formal
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organization of the Proletariat Party in Poland. This is the beginning of the third and

last period of development for the Party.

III

The appeal to the Russian comrades shows that the Polish socialists at the end of 1881

had attained a Social Democratic position in the following two points: 1) the general

principle that the political program of the Polish proletariat should be the same and

common with  the  program  of  the  proletariat  of  the  occupying  powers,  and  2)  the

recognition of the fact that in the Russian zone, this program had to contain both the

overthrow  of  personal  rule  the  struggle  for  political  freedom  and  a  parliamentary-

democratic form of government.

Although these two conclusions belong together and modify each other logically, they

nevertheless came into contradiction as soon as the Polish socialists attempted to apply

them in practice.  The general  Social  Democratic principle led them to seek unity of

program and action smith the Russian socialists. But Russian socialism of the time was

in no way Social Democ racy Warynsk i’s group named the struggle for a constitution as

an  area  suitable  for  common  action;  but  this  had  absolutely  no  relevance  to  the

program of the. The Polish socialists knew that the struggle against czarism could only

be led by the organized masses of workers; but the Russian socialists carried out no

mass agitation, and neither in theory nor in practice did they base themselves on the

working cl ass. In reality, the Narodnaya Volya did not fight for “the widening of the

political rights of the proletariat” or for the impose of “creating mass organizations for

the struggle with the bourgeoisie” as Waryński, in the spirit of Social Democracy, had

formulated the contents of a political program. The Nalodnaya Volya fought simply for

the  “seizure  of  power.”  Its  goal  was  the  immediate  establishment  of  some  of  the

transitional  forms  of  the  socialist  resolution.  Yet  in  this  seizure  of  power,  the

Narodnaya Volya did not depend on the actions of the class-conscious masses, on the

organization and struggle of the industrial proletariat, but rather on the conspiratorial

machinations of a “courageous minority ... Thus Waryński’s decisive principles had to

lead to a conflict when they were applied in practice.

If  the  socialist  movement  in  Russia  at  that  time  had  stood  firmly  on  a  Social

Democratic base as is today the case, with the exception of only a few organizations,

then the principles of the founders of the Proletariat Party would have led, on the one

hand, to a completely harmonious collaboration between Russian and Polish socialists

and, on the other hand, to the flowering of a labor movement with a conscious Social

Democratic character at the beginning of the eighties.
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Since  there  was  no  Social  Democratic  movement  in  Russia  at  the  time  that  the

Proletariat Party was organized but only a conspiratorial party of Blanquist stamp, the

Polish  socialists  found themselves  in  a  dilemma.  They  could  either  forego unity  of

program and action with the Russian socialists in order to preserve their own Social

Democratic program and take up the struggle for the overthrow of czarism in Poland by

means of mass agitation and organization of the Polish workers; or they could reject

their  Social  Democratic  program  with  its  idea  of  mass  struggle  and  subordinate

themselves to the methods of the Narodnaya Volya in order to follow their principle of

unity of action with Russian socialism.

The resolution of this dilemma was decisive for the fate of Polish socialism for almost

a  decade;  indeed,  it  was  fatal.  We  do  not  hesitate,  however,  to  recognize  that  the

selection of the second alternative was all too natural and understandable under the

prevailing conditions. In view of the fact that Russia itself had to be the decisive terrain

of the Polish struggle against the ruling system of Russia; that Congress Poland came

into  question  only  secondarily;  that  the  Narodnaya  Volya  far  surpassed  the  Polish

socialist  party  in  both  membership  and  political  significance;  and  that  while  the

Proletariat Party had scarcely been formed, the Narodnaya Volya had already gained a

very  important  moral  and  political  victory  in  the  assassination  attempt  on  the

thirteenth  of  March,  which  seemed  to  affirm  the  program  and  strategy  of  the

Narodnaya Volya before the eyes of the entire world – under all these circumstances, it

is understandable that the Polish socialist organization had to try to join the Russian

movement.

To what extent the Narodnaya Volya ruled the imagination of the time and what great

hopes for a political overthrow in the near future it awoke, is witnessed by the words of

F. Engels in 1894. Concerning this epoch in Russia, Engels says:

“At that time there were two governments in Russia, the government of the Czar and the

government of the secret executive committee of the terrorist conspirators. The power of

this secret ’associate’ government grew from day to day. The overthrow of czarism seemed

to be imminent. A revolution in Russia had to rob the European counter-revolution of its

strongest support, its greatest reserve army; and in the process it would give the political

movement of the West a new and powerful momentum – and infinitely better operating

conditions.”[18]

If sober researchers of social history such as Engels and Marx – for the above words

also characterize the views and feelings of Marx at the time [i.e. in 1881] – rich in their

own experiences from the revolutionary history of Europe, gave such clear directions

for the evaluation of historical processes of development, if such researchers could so

overestimate the results of the activities of the Narodnaya Volya, then it is no surprise

that the Polish socialists, who stood in the middle of the arena of struggle from the first
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moment of their political activity, had to fall under the unbelievably strong influence of

this party.

Thus, after Polish socialism, from its development in the spirit  of West European

Social Democracy, had drawn the political conclusion of the necessity of a union for

common action with Russian socialism, the given concrete conditions had to lead it

gradually  into  Blanquist  paths.  Its  history  is,  from  the  moment  of  the  formal

organization of the party until its downfall at the end of the 1880’s, a continual turning

toward  Blanquism  and  away  from  the  position  which  had  been  articulated  in  the

Appeal of December 1881.

Naturally, it would be false to assume that the Polish socialists found themselves in a

position in which they could actually make the conscious choice as discussed above. We

have formulated these alternatives in order to provide an analysis of the real situation.

Waryński’s group was, however, not so categorically aware of this real situation because

the  true  nature  of  the  Narodnaya  Volya,  and its  contradiction with the  position  of

Waryński  and his  comrades,  was  nowhere near so clear and could not  be  so easily

defined in 1882 as was  later  possible  with the help of  facts  and documents.  In  the

Appeal of the Waryński group, we saw that there were many Social Democratic illusions

about the activity of the Narodnaya Volya.[19] Besides this, among Polish socialists, as a

careful reading of socialist literature of the time shows ( Równosć, Przedświt,  and

pamphlets there was none other than Waryński who could have been such an observant

and capable Social Democrat as the Appeal would lead one to expect.

Thus,  the  spiritual  union  of  the  Proletariat  with  the  Narodnaya  Volya  was

accomplished not as the result of an earnest discussion of the socialist idea in Poland

but rather as a natural outgrowth of the general situation. Further, since the history and

physiognomy of a fairly small group, as the leading socialist organisation in Poland has

been until now, in a period of only a few years is determined not only by great key ideas

in a process of logical development but also by numerous accidental personal elements,

the Proletariat, because of the unequal theoretical maturity of its individual founders,

had to come under Russian influence all  the sooner.  Although the publications and

activity of the Proletariat did not distinguish themselves by their unity, the removal of

Waryński from the field of struggle following his arrest in the fall of 1883 was enough to

send the movement hurtling into the morass of hopeless political conspiracy.

If  we  want  to  underline  the  difference  between  the  Weltanschauung  of  Social

Democrats and so-called Blanquism, we must above all show that Blanquism did not

possess its own theory in the same sense that Social Democracy does, that is, a theory of

the  development  of  society  toward  socialism.  In  any  case,  that  is  not  a  specific

characteristic  of  just  this  splinter  party  of  socialism,  since  the  theory  of  Marx  and
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Engels is the first and, we might add, until now the only successful attempt to found

socialist tendencies on the scientific concept of the laws of historical development in

general  and  of  capitalist  society  in  particular.  The  previous  utopian  theories  of

socialism, if one can indeed speak of theories, limit themselves essentially to justifying

socialist efforts through an analysis of the failings of the existing society in comparison

to the perfection and moral superiority of the socialist order.

Because Blanquism, like all of these socialist schools, supported its views by negative

criticism of the bourgeois society and of private property, it represented only a sort of

strategy for practical  activity.  In this  respect it  betrayed its  lineage from the radical

revolutionaries  of  the  great  French  Revolution  and  represented  an  application  of

Jacobin  tactics  to  socialist  goals,  the  first  attempt  at  which  was  the  conspiracy  of

Babeuf. The basic idea of this strategy is the limitless belief in the ability of political rule

to  carry  out,  at  any  time,  any  economic  or  social  change  in  the  social  organism

considered good and useful.

To be sure,  the theory of scientific socialism also sees in political  rule a lever for

socialist  overthrow.  Yet,  in  the conception of  Mars  and Engels,  the  role  of  political

power in revolutionary times is that of an “agent” which simply puts into practice the

results of the inner development of society and finds its political expression in the class

struggle. According to the well-known Marxian analogy, in revolutionary times political

power plays the role of  a “midwife” who accelerates and eases the birth of  the new

society which was already alive within the old. It follows that essential social changes by

means  of  political  power  are  only  to  be  achieved  at  a  specific  stage  of  social

development. Political power as an instrument of overthrow can only function in the

hands of a social class which is, in the particular historical moment, the agent of the

revolution. The aptitude of this class for the long-term control of political power is the

only legitimization for the correctness of the revolution.

Inasmuch as Blanquism does not recognize this theory, or rather does not even know

this theory, it treats political power as a tool of social overthrow completely outside the

context of social development and the class struggle in general. This tool stands ready

to serve anyone who happens to control it at any time. From this standpoint, the only

conditions for revolution are the will of a resolute group and a conspiracy, whose goal is

the seizure of power at the most propitious moment.

”Blanqui,” says Engels in his well-known article in the Volkstaat  in the year 1874, “is

essentially  a  political  revolutionary  socialist  only  in  feeling  –  sympathizing  with  the

sufferings of the people. He has neither a socialist theory nor specific practical suggestions

for social aid. In his political activity, he was basically a ‘man of action,’ of the belief that a

small, well-organized minority attempting a revolutionary coup at the proper moment can,

by virtue of a few initial successes, sweep the mass of the people with it and thus make a
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victorious revolution. Since Blanqui conceived every revolution as a blow struck by a small

revolutionary  minority,  the  necessity  of  a  dictatorship after  the  success  of  the  venture

follows directly  – the dictatorship,  of  course,  not  of  the  entire  revolutionary  class,  the

proletariat,  but  rather of  the  small  number of  those who had ‘struck the revolutionary

blow’ and who had been organized previously under the  dictatorship of  one or several

others.”[20]

We see that the strategy of the Blanquists is aimed directly at the carrying out of a social

revolution without taking into account any sort of transitional period or developmental

phase. Blanquism is a recipe for the making of revolution under any conditions and at

any time; it ignores all concrete historical-social conditions. Blanquism appeared as a

universal  strategy  which could  be  applied  to  all  countries  with  the same degree  of

success. But nowhere could the application of this method of action exercise so decisive

an influence on the fate of socialism as under the conditions peculiar to czarism. The

strategy of a sudden “leap” directly into social revolution had to influence fatally the

political physiognomy of a party which worked within the framework of a state with an

absolute-despotic form of government. Therefore, one can best follow the influence of

Blanquism on the Polish socialists step by step in the gradual changing of their political

views.

In  September  1882,  the  official  published  program  of  the  Proletariat  Party  had

already distanced itself significantly both from the standpoint of the article by Waryński

in Przedświt, No.3-4, and from the views of the Appeal to the Russian comrades. As

we have already implied, this document sees the socialist future of Poland finding a

foothold on the ground of scientific socialism and in the principles of the class struggle

and historical  materialism. The character of  the actual  program is,  however,  not  so

easily determined. Here there are three parallel sections, namely demands of the party

“in the economic area,” “in the political area,” and “in the area of moral life.”[21]

If we ignore the last part as practically insignificant, then most noticeable in the first

part  is,  on  the  one  hand,  the  parallel  formulation  of  the  demands which  form the

content of the socialist revolution: “1) that the land and the means of production cease

to be the property of the individual and become the common property of the workers,

that  is,  the  property  of  the  socialist  state,  2)  that  wage  labor  be  converted  into

communal work,  etc.”;  on the other hand, the formulation of  the political  demands

which,  at  first  glance,  have  the  content  of  parliamentary-democratic  institutions

designed  for  the  bourgeois  state:  “1)complete  autonomy  of  political  groups,  2)  the

participation of all citizens in the making of laws, 3) direct election of all public officials,

4) complete freedom of speech, press, assembly, organizations etc. 5) completely equal

rights  for  women,  6)  completely  equal  rights  for  all  religions  and  nationalities,  7)

international solidarity as a guarantee of the common peace”.
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It is almost impossible to say to what category this program actually belongs. Upon

close  examination,  two different  interpretations  are  possible.  The political  demands

listed here, with the exception of the first, which is not entirely clear, remind one of the

usual  minimal  program of  Social  Democratic  parties.  But  just  this  placing  of  these

demands as coordinates of the demands for a socialist revolution awakens the suspicion

that they were not related to the actual bourgeois social order. At the same time, it is

doubtful whether they were supposed to deal with the socialist society. since they take

so strongly into account the actual social order based on inequality of classes, sexes,

and nationalities. Perhaps we have here not a minimal program but a program which is

aimed at the transitional period after the seizure of power by the proletariat, and which

has as its goal the kindling of the socialist transformation.

The pattern of a similar program, which also puts political-democratic demands and

socialist reforms on the same level and which aims directly for the transitional phase

after the revolution, is found, for example, in the demands of the “Communist Party of

Germany” formulated by the central committee of the Communist League in Paris in

1848, and carrying, among others, the signatures of Marx and Engels.[22]

One must  nevertheless  emphasize  that  the  above program by the creators  of  the

Communist Manifesto,  contains no trace  of  Blanquist  strategy as is  claimed,  for

example,  by  Eduard  Bernstein  among  others.  In  order  to  undertake  the  setting  of

prices, need only be aware that Marx and Engels formulated it under the fresh influence

of  the February  Revolution in France and the outbreak of  the  March Resolution in

Germany. It is well known that both overestimated the revolutionary momentum of the

bourgeoisie and calculated that the European bourgeoisie, once they were swept into

the whirl of the revolutionary movement, would – over either a short or a long period –

run  through the  entire  cycle  of  their  power,  that  they  would  re-make  the  political

relations of the capitalist countries “in their own image,” following which the surge of

revolution should itself carry the petty bourgeoisie into their place and then finally the

proletariat.  In  this  way,  the  proletariat  could  follow  directly  on  the  heels  of  the

bourgeois revolution in order to carry out its revolutionary task of the emancipation of

all classes.

Today,  rich  in  historical  experience,  we  are  in  a  position  to  recognize  the  utter

optimism of  this  view.  We know that  the  European bourgeoisie  began their  retreat

immediately after the first  revolutionary storm; and after they had suppressed their

own revolution, they brought society onto its “normal” course, and once again under

their control. We know also that the economic conditions in the Europe of 1848 were

very distant from that degree of maturity which is necessary for a socialist revolution.

Capitalism  was  not  preparing  itself  for  death  but,  on  the  contrary,  for  the  true
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beginning of its rule. The phase which seemed to separate the communists of 1848 by

only a few years from the dictatorship of the proletariat has broadened to an epoch that

has lasted half a century and, even today, has not arrived at its conclusion.

The reason,  however,  which led Marx and Engels to set  forth such a  program of

action based on the workers’  revolution was not the desire or  hope of  skipping the

phase of bourgeois control but only an inaccurate estimation of the actual rate of social

development under the influence of the revolution. Under the conditions of activity of

the Proletariat Party, it is difficult to find analogous circumstances which could explain

the program of the Polish party. If we want to attribute to its demands the character of

a program appropriate to the transitional stage, then the only assumption which we can

still make is that the Proletariat had already assumed a Blanquist position, at least to

some degree.

It  must,  however,  be  noted  that,  outside  of  this  confusion  of  final  goals  with

immediate goals, the program of the Proletariat as a whole is saturated with the spirit of

the Social Democratic philosophy. This is proved by the influence of the idea that the

socialist  revolution can only be completed by the working class,  that only the mass

struggle, the organization of the proletariat and its enlightenment can bring about the

conditions necessary for the future society. The idea of agitation and of the organization

of the masses is the leitmotif of the entire program and makes clear that the Party was

then preparing itself for a long period of work on the basis of the daily interests of the

proletariat.

A few sections of the program in which the Proletariat views political freedom as the

prerequisite for organization and mass struggle also point in this direction. This evokes

the formulations of Waryński in the Przedświt of the previous year. “We disapprove

strongly,” we read in the program, “of the lack of freedom of conscience, freedom of

speech, of assembly, of organization, and of the press – because all of this impedes the

development of the workers’ consciousness. It awakens a religious-national hatred and

fanaticism. It renders impossible the propaganda and mass organization which alone

can  lay  the  cornerstone  for  the  future  organization  of  the  socialist  society.”  And

somewhat  further:  “We  will  fight  on  against  oppression  both  defensively  and

offensively. Defensively, insofar as we will allow no changes for the worse; offensively,

insofar as we demand an improvement of the living conditions of the proletariat in the

Russian state.”

If, in spite of this, we do not find a clear and categorical articulation of the struggle

against czarism and for democratic freedoms in the program – a certain indecisiveness

and wavering of political values predominates – still this program and the bases of its

positive views show absolutely no Blanquism. The only fact which can be determined on
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the basis of this document is that the position of the Polish socialists had already lost

much  of  that  crystalline  clarity  which  so  characterized  it  in  the  documents  of  the

Geneva  group  which  we  analyzed.  Nevertheless,  one  must  bear  in  mind  that  the

program of 1882 is the work of the Warsaw group working in the homeland and that

Waryński,  after  he  had  moved  his  activity  into  the  Russian  zone,  probably  had  to

depend  much  more  on  the  comrades  there,  who  stood  under  the  influence  of  the

Russians much more directly than did the Polish emigrants in Switzerland. But if the

character  of  the  official  program  of  the  Proletariat  Party  is  most  distinctive  in  its

unclarity, still the further forms of its activity allow no more doubt about the growing

influence of Blanquism. If we now look over the entire development of the Proletariat,

we shall have to characterize the program of 1882 as a transitional phenomenon which,

through its very lack of clarity, reflects the turning point between the Social Democratic

and the Blanquist phases in the development of Polish socialism.

IV

In the preceding section we investigated deductively the transition of the party founded

by Waryński and his comrades from a Social Democratic to a Blanquist standpoint. This

transition was viewed as  the logical  result  of  the  application of  the  Party’s  guiding

principle  –  namely,  common  action  with  Russian  socialism  –  under  the  given

conditions.

This  conclusion is  palpably  confirmed by  an  analysis  of  the  documents  from the

activity of the Proletariat. These show how the Polish socialists literally took over the

views and tactics of the Narodnaya Volya at every new approach to that party.  This

process can be precisely observed chronologically. For example, the first document of

1883 – only a few months after the Appeal of the Workers’  Committee,  the  formal

program of the Proletariat – is representative in this respect. We are thinking of the

resolution which was approved by the “Congress of Representatives of Several Social-

Revolutionary Groups,” which made the first step toward mutual contact and toward

the  construction  of  a  rigidly  organized  social-revolutionary  party.  Admittedly,  this

document does not make clear which “social-revolutionary groups” are meant, nor does

it  bear the official  signature of  the  Proletariat  Party.  Yet its  very publication in  the

“official  section”  of  the  Przedświt  as  well  as  its  general  political  tendency  –  i.e.,

agreement with the views of Waryński and his comrades – leaves no doubt that we are

confronted with the ideological views of a group of the Proletariat’s most influential

activists,  if  not with those of the whole Party or its leaders.  We shall  not stress the

practical importance of these resolutions here, although they later appear in various

publications as the foundation of the confidential agreement with the Narodnaya Volya.
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Rather,  we  wish  to  view  them  simple  as  symptomatic  of  the  mood  of  the  Polish

socialists shortly after the Party’s founding.

The  resolutions,  whose  guiding  principle,  just  as  in  the  Appeal  to  the  Russian

Socialist Comrades, is the formation of a single party with a common program for the

Russian  state,  begins  with  the  characteristic  question:  “Should  a  particular  Polish-

Lithuanian-White Russian revolutionary party be formed?”

Unanimously:  No!  On the  contrary,  the  Polish,  Lithuanian,  and White  Russian groups

should join a unified party which is active within the borders of the Russian state.

What should be the activities of this party?

The activity should be concerned with two areas: first,  social-revolutionary propaganda

and agitation; second, the struggle with the Russian government at its center.

If the end of the last sentence – which is aimed at the activity of the Narodnaya Volya –

betrays the conspiratorial position with regard to political struggle, then the following

paragraph is still more characteristic.

Political agitation may be regarded as sensible only when political oppression goes hand in

hand with economic oppression. If, for example, the government placed itself on the side

of  the  propertied  class,  then the struggle  with the latter  would  be  at  the  same time a

struggle with the government. It, on the other hand, the government depends on no social

class and yet through its pressure hinders the work of the social-revolutionary party, then

it should – and this is quite possible – be overthrown by a conspiracy. In addition, the

close cooperation of the masses of the people on the basis of the antagonism between their

interests and the interests of the propertied classes is an indispensable condition for the

further progress of the revolution.[23]

Anyone  who  is  familiar  with  the  theories  of  Russian  socialists  will  immediately

recognize here an echo of the views of the Narodnaya Volya, which, for its part, had

inherited them from the Bakuninists.

As early as 1874 the editor of  Nabat,  Tkachev, who was one of  the first  Russian

Blanquists,  formulated  the  theory  that  the  czarist  government  was  “based  on  no

particular social class” and that it therefore “could and should” be overthrown. Tkachev

announced that “this state appears to be a power only from a distance ... It has no roots

in the economic life of the people, it does not personify the interests of any particular

class ... [In Germany and the West – R.L.] the state is not a fictitious power. It stands

with both feet on the foundation of capital and personifies certain economic interests

[In Russia  – R.L.]  the  situation is  exactly  the  opposite:  the  existence  of  our  social

system is due to the state [...] which itself has nothing in common with the present

social order. It has its roots not in the present, but in the past.”[24]
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This theory of a Russian state which “floated on air” formed only a part of the larger

theory of Russia’s “independent” development, which dominated the conceptions of the

Russian  socialists  during  the  seventies  and  eighties.  Economically,  this  theory  was

represented by the conclusion that capitalism in Russia was an “artificial flower” which

had been  “transplanted”  into  Russian  soil  by  the  Russian  government,  and  by  the

conviction that the system of rural communal property was the proper form for the

Russian political economy.

Naturally the connection between the economic relations of a society and its political

system had become completely confused. The economic relations, insofar as these were

considered in their capitalist form, were viewed by this theory as the arbitrary product

of political power. On the other hand, according to the theory of the Narodnaya Volya,

czarism stood in marked opposition to rural communal property, this natural form of

political economy. The only logical answer to the question “On what does the Russian

state base its existence?” was that the Russian state “floats on air” or, as it is more

precisely  formulated  in  the  program  of  the  executive  committee  of  the  Narodnaya

Volya: “This governmental-bourgeois tumor maintains itself solely by means of naked

force.”[25]

After the entire extant political system of Russia had been, in this way, traced back to

pure political power, it was a logical deduction that the removal of this system could

only be a question of power. Thus it was decided that the almighty government “can

and should be easily overthrown by conspiracy.”

Already in 1874, Friedrich Engels had refuted this train of thought, as he immediately

and with extreme profundity pointed out the weak aspects of the theory of the Russian

Narodniki.  He demonstrated that the Russian state did not “float on air” at  all,  but

rather that it leaned very heavily on the class of noble landholders while also depending

on the developing bourgeoisie. He showed that it was those Russian socialists who did

not recognize the material bases of the czarist government who were actually “floating

on air.” Engels also pointed out that the Russian Obshchina [peasant commune D.H.]

which the “independent” Russian socialists saw as a basis for socialism in Russia’s near

future, was a suitable basis, not for a socialist order, but for the Oriental despotism of

Russian czarism. He also noted the signs of decay within the Obshchina and prophesied

its further dissolution, if left on its own, under the influence of the steadily growing

bourgeoisie.

In  a  word,  although  Engels  did  not  point  out  the  positive  tasks  of  the  Russian

socialists  and  did  not  take  into  consideration  the  future  actions  of  the  industrial

proletariat  in  Russia,  he  did  destroy  the  fantastic  concept  of  the  “floating  on  air,”

“independent” path to socialism in Russia. At the same time, he explained that people
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like Tkachev and other socialist Narodniki who think that Russia is closer to socialism

than the western countries because “since Russia has no proletariat, she also has no

bourgeoisie,” still “have to learn the ABC’s of socialism.”[26]

In effect, the ABC’s of socialism, namely Marxian socialism, teach that the socialist

order is not some sort of poetic ideal society, thought out in advance, which may be

reached by various paths in various more or less imaginative ways. Rather, socialism is

simply the historical tendency of the class struggle of the proletariat in the capitalist

society against the class rule of the bourgeoisie. Outside of this struggle between two

completely discrete social classes,  socialism cannot be realized ‑  neither through the

propaganda of the most ingenious creator of a socialist utopia nor through peasant wars

or  revolutionary  conspiracies.  The  Polish  Socialists,  as  we  saw,  based  their  formal

program  on  the  basic  principles  and  wanted  to  center  their  activities  on  the  class

struggle of the proletariat. Essentially however, they failed the ABC’s of socialism in the

above-cited document as badly as the Russian Narodniki.

As soon as our revolutionaries took over the view of the Russian Narodniki that the

Russian state was not tied to any social class, was “floating on air,” and that this state

could therefore easily be overthrown by a conspiracy, they artificially separated their

political struggle from the rest of their socialist activities. They separated the struggle

with  the  government,  which  they  viewed as  the  particular  task  of  the  conspirators’

party, from socialist agitation and the class struggle, which they saw as the task of the

working class in Poland. This conception conforms to the categorical division of the

tasks  of  the  party  into  1)  “propaganda  and  social-revolutionary  agitation”  and  2)

“struggle with the government at its center,” as stated in the cited resolutions.

We mentioned previously that it is a characteristic of Blanquism that it views political

power  as  the  means  for  a  social  transformation,  independent  of  both  social

development and the class struggle. Although the Polish socialists did not accept this

theory in its common form indeed, as we have already seen, they worked consciously

and with great conviction from the standpoint that “the liberation of the working class

can only be accomplished by the working class itself”  – they did,  in fact,  assume a

Blanquist  stance  when  they  unconsciously  but  factually  accepted  the  views  of  the

Narodniki  about  the  Russian  state.  The  hope  for  the  possibility  of  carrying  out  a

socialist overthrow directly, without going through the bourgeois-parliamentary phase,

had to be the logical result of their position.

Actually the Party publications show this development in their perspective very early.

In the Polish magazine Proletariat five numbers of which were published on a secret

printing  press  between  September  1883  and  May  1881  a  characteristically  (for

conspiratorial  socialism  and  anarchism)  ironic  sarcasm  toward  the  “bourgeois
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freedom” of liberalism is apparent. While the second number of Proletariat contains

the satirical poem A Liberal Hymn to the Year 1880 in Expectation of a Constitution

we  find  in  the  lead  article  of  the  same  edition  the  following  original  viewpoint

concerning the advantages of  the “new slogan” which had just been adopted by the

Party:

The  struggle,  which  has  already  begun,  has  still  a  third  advantage:  it  throws  the

bourgeoisie into the arms of the government with the hope that the government’s almighty

support  can  save  them  from the  enemy  who  is  trying  to  destroy  their  privileges.  The

struggle  welds these two elements even tighter and makes them a single enemy of  the

working class no longer hidden behind a mask of empty phrases.

At first glance it is puzzling how, in the earliest stages of the socialist movement where

even the most elementary democratic freedoms are non-existent, the growing reaction

of the bourgeoisie can be viewed as a favorable development. When the bourgeoisie

throws itself into the arms of the government, it prolongs the existence of czarism and

at the same time fortifies all of those things which, in the words of the program of the

Proletariat,  “impede  the  development  of  the  workers’  consciousness,  which  make

impossible the propaganda and mass organization necessary for laying a foundation for

the future construction of a socialist order..”

But the standpoint of the program of 1882 was, as we have seen, no longer that of the

Party in 1883, and the position from which the Party evaluated political phenomena

was now completely different:

It [the reaction of the bourgeoisie – R.L.] does of course make the struggle more difficult at

first in that it alienates large circles of neutrals and even many of those who are actually

dissatisfied  with  the  government.  It  does,  however,  create  firmer  foundations  for  the

struggle. It gives the struggle a direction and thereby prevents that seduction of the masses

by the ruling classes which was either possible or actually practiced until the outbreak of

the  struggle.  At  the  same  time  it  guards  against  an  adulteration  of  the  revolutionary

movement.

The  standard  for  the  evaluation  of  political  conditions  is  here  no  longer  the

indispensability  of  gradual  organization of  the  masses,  i.e.,  the  requirements  of  the

daily  struggle,  but  rather  the  regard  for  the  moment  of  “outbreak,”  the  immediate

preparation of the social revolution.

This view of the situation of socialism in Poland coincides harmoniously with the

Proletariat’s  view of  the  situation  in  Russia  and of  the  activity  of  the  Narodnaya

Volya. As a result of the terrorist attacks of the latter, “a high opinion of the strength of

the  revolutionaries  is  formed  by  the  people  so  that  they  must  finally  begin  to  ask

themselves whether it might not be better to align themselves with the revolutionaries,

whether these would not return the lands, forests, and pastures to the people. It is up to
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the  revolutionaries  to  say  ‘yes’  to  the  people,  and  the  fate  of  the  revolution  is

decided.”[27]

”Indeed,”  one must  remark with Engels,  “an easier  and more pleasant  revolution

could not be imagined.” No longer is there discussion about the preparatory work of

enlightenment and organization of the working class. On the contrary, one postulates

that the mass of the people have an inherent inclination toward change in the social

order.  From  this  viewpoint,  all  the  partial  changes  within  the  existing  system  of

government, such as democratization of the state, naturally appear to be insignificant

trivialities and a waste of time. In the third number of October 20, 1883, we see the

following declaration in the article “We and the Bourgeoisie”:

The masses [of working people – R.L.] recognize their inability to carry out a coup – they

are looking for men whom they can trust, to whom they can entrust their leadership. Until

then, they remain silent. Who if not us could and should win this trust! However, in order

to win it, we must show by our deeds that we are the enemies of their tyrants, that we do

not shrinkfrom the battle which we are today carrying on in their behalf, that we are trying

to give to the masses that which belongs to them, and that only therefore do we reject that

game of the bourgeois parliaments in which an unenlightened majority gives the decision

about the overthrow into the hands of its enemies. Thus, it seems to us that an energetic

provisional  government  –  made  up  solely  of  socialists  –  is  the  best  guarantee  of  as

complete a transfer of property to the working class as is possible.

That  is  a classic  statement of  belief  in the Blanquist  spirit  – the contrasting of  a

“provisional government of socialists” with the “game of the bourgeois parliaments”in

which the political program in its actual significance is fully ignored.

In  the  same  vein,  the  manifesto  of  the  French  Blanquists,  published  in  1874  in

London,  announces,  “We  are  communists  because  we  want  to  arrive  at  our  goals

without having to stop at intermediate stages, at compromises, which only delay victory

and prolong slavery ...”[28]

In  his  critique  of  this  manifesto  (which  bore  the  signatures  of  thirty-three

Blanquists), Friedrich Engels stated,

The German communists are communists because they see and strive toward their final

goal through all of those intermediate stages and compromises which are created not by

themselves, but by historical development. That final goal is the abolition of classes and

the  construction  of  a  society  in  which  private  ownership  of  land  and  the  means  of

production no longer exist. “These thirty-three are communists because they imagine that

if they only have the good will to skip over all the, intermediate stages and compromises,

they can. And if, as is of course certain, things “break loose” tomorrow and they come to

power, why then by the day after tomorrow “communism will have been established.” If

that  is  not  immediately possible,  then they are not  communists.  Such childish naïveté,

citing impatience as a theoretically convincing argument!
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The fourth number of Proletariat shows certain variations with respect to a return to

Social Democratic views. In the articles We and the Government, we read

However, until the final phase of struggle our movement will have to pass through various

stages. One of the maw tasks of our preparatory work is the struggle against the attacks of

governments which, representing the interests  of  the bourgeoisie,  persecute us,  i.e.,  we

must defend political freedom from this base conspiracy against the desires of the people.

Yet political freedom has not protected the people from oppression: we value it for another

reason: In order to be successful, our activity needs daylight in which it can develop wide

and free.  Only when forced to does it  become a secret conspiracy. Under conditions of

political freedom, an effect on the masses is achieved more easily, their consciousness is

more quickly awakened, they gather more quickly around the banner of the social idea,

and  their  organization  becomes  possible  to  a  very  high  degree.  The  struggle  with  the

political  difficulties  set  before  us  by  governments  must  be  especially  tenacious  where

political  oppression  rules  in  its  primal  and  most  shameless  form,  where  complete

arbitrariness governs, where the most primitive human rights are totally ignored. Here, the

overthrow of the government must be one of the main points of the socialist program of

action.

On the basis  of  the  above quotation,  it  could appear  that  the  Proletariat  Party  did

understand the necessity of winning political freedoms before the “outbreak” in order

to  make  agitation  and  organization  possible  in  greater  measure.  But  here  too  the

strongly  one-sided  and  flat,  formalistic  evaluation  of  political  freedoms  merely  as

technical aids for the activities of the socialists is obvious. The objective, historical side

of the parliamentary-bourgeois forms of government as an indispensable stage in the

development of the capitalist society is totally ignored. Since parliamentary democracy

is viewed only as an external means of facilitating preparations for the “outbreak.” the

logical  conclusion  that  the  struggle  for  the  realization  of  democratic  forms  is  a

necessary and primary task of the working class is not needed. On the contrary, the

view remains that the winning of these freedoms is, to be sure, a pleasant development

which cannot be rejected, but which, if necessary, call be foregone.

These are essentially the conclusions which the Proletariat draws in the second part

of the article “We and the government”, which appeared in the fifth and last number of

its Warsaw magazine:

Should the government – having been frightened by the progress of  our revolutionary

work – approach our more or less patriotic bourgeoisie and make a few political-national

concessions to it in order to bring it into a common struggle against us – well, please do.

We will certainly not protest against such concessions. But we will make an effort to use all

of that which was done for the bourgeoisie against it and the government.

An even clearer representation of this pure Blanquist conception of political freedoms

appears in the closing section of the same article, where conclusions are drawn from the

two fundamental articles:
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“We conclude: The present state has a single basic significance for us. Since the state ties

its existence closely to the maintenance of the existing economic system, it defends the

privileged  classes  and  oppresses  and  persecutes  the  parties  which  strive  for  social

liberation.  Destroying  the  governmental  apparatus  simply  means  toppling  the  barrier

which stands between us and our goal ...”

The discussion here is no longer about despotic government but about the “present

state.”  Thus,  the  peculiarly  Russian  form  of  government  is  identified  with  the

institution of the class state as such. Therefore, the task of the socialist party is not

primarily  the  progressive  reform  of  governmental  institutions  but  rather  the

“destruction  of  the  governmental  apparatus,”  i.e.,  the  direct  overthrow  of  the

government which, since it is based on class rule, is a fortress of the bourgeois system of

domination.

Finally, in 1884, after Ludwik Waryński had been arrested and had disappeared from

the field of battle, the development in political thought criticized here appears in full

regalia in the most important document of the Party’s history, the formal agreement

with  the  Narodnaya  Volya.  This  contract  which,  as  usual,  officially  recognizes  the

connections between the Polish and Russian socialist movements only long after they

had actually been established, is an excellent counterpart to the earlier Appeal to the

Russian Comrades. It shows the long path of political change which Polish socialism

covered in the short period between the end of 1881 and the beginning of 1884.

In the report of the central committee of the Proletariat to the executive committee of

the Narodnaya Volya, we find the declaration that the

fighting units [of the Proletariat Party – R.L.] which have been trained and organized for

battle should be deployed at the proper moment as reinforcements to aid in the overthrow

of the existing government and the seizure of power by the central committee. The central

committee itself will be based upon the masses, since it will be the only true representative

of their  interests,  and will  institute a series  of  economic and political  reforms through

which the existing concepts of property will be forever discredited. The central committee

will  carry  out  that  part  of  the  socialist  program  whose  realization  at  the  moment  of

overthrow is possible.[29]

Here  the  “overthrow  of  the  existing  government”  (pravitelstvo),  i.e.,  czarism,  is

obviously  conceived  as  the  direct  prelude  to  social  revolution.  The  struggle  against

despotism completely loses its character as a daily  struggle on the soil  of  bourgeois

social order. The distance between the minimal demands and the final goal, between

the political program and the program of socialist overthrow, disappears and the daily

activity  becomes  mere  speculation  about  the  impending  “outbreak”  which  will

immediately usher in the social transformation.

In accord with this,  the central committee discusses the details of the “outbreak,”
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promises not to begin the “overthrow of the state” (gosudarstvjennyi perevorod) until

the signal  from the executive committee of  the Narodnaya Volya,  reserves  for  itself

independence “in its creative work” after the overthrow, etc.

Enough. We have here, despite the views on class struggle, mass action, etc., which

are stressed in other parts of the document, a typical Blanquist program. Thus, this

document,which crowns the practical realization of that idea which was expressed in

the Appeal to the Russian Comrades, is also the end point of a series of gradual changes

within Polish socialism.

[1] These four militants were leaders of the Proletariat Paris who were hanged on January 28,
1886, as part of the government’s reprisals for a series of assassination attempts in Poland.
Kunicki was second-in-command of the Party: it was he who signed the tactical agreement to
work with the Narodnaya Volya, of which Rosa Luxemburg speaks below.

[2]  Rosa  Luxemburg  was,  despite  this  passage,  a  great  believer  in  the  importance  of  the
traditions of the working class and its revolutionary development. The importance of tradition,
the importance of history and of historical consciousness runs like a red thread throughout her
life and work. Cf., for example, the great stress which she placed on the May Day celebration,
and the stress on the history of the labor movement in the debate concerning the Party School,
as well as the next paragraphs here.

[3]  In  1863  the  Polish  nobility  rebelled  against  its  czarist  master,  attempting  to  win  the
oppressed serfs  to  its  side with arguments showing that  the Czar was responsible for  their
misery The rebellion was defeated. To prevent the nobility from future demagogic appeals to
the serfs, the Czar abolished the institution of serfdom in Poland. This signified the end of the
feudal-natural economy, and led to the development of Polish capitalism. This was especially
the case in Congress Poland, the Russian-controlled sector of what had been the nation Poland,
where Rosa Luxemburg was born.

[4] The theory of “organic work” developed in Poland among a segment of the rising bourgeoisie
after  the  failure  of  the  1863  rebellion.  Through  “organic  work”  it  was  hoped  that  Polish
economic development would be furthered

[5] Z Pola Walki (Geneva: Verlag “Walka klas.” 1886) p.27. (R.L.)

[6] Ibid., p.29. (R.L.)

[7] Ibid., p.32. (R.L.)

[8] The reference is to a common tendency among radical movements to divide “truth” from
“reality” in an undialectical manner and to use the former as a measuring rod to criticize the
latter. The origin of the term is in Kant’s “critical” philosophy methodologically, however, it
characterizes the utopian current of socialist thought which was particularly strong in Russia at
the time. In Social Reform or Revolution, Bernstein’s rejection of Marxism is shown to lead
to  an  idealism  of  the  will.  Marxism  is  not  an  “idealism”  in  this  sense  because  it  shows
dialectically how the seeds of the socialist future are contained already in the capitalist present.

[9] That is, the party of Plekhanov, Lenin, Trotsky, Martov, etc.

[10] All citations are from Równosć, Year I, No.I (October 1879). (R.L.)
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[11] Równosć , Year I, No.2 (November 1879). (R.L.)

[12] Report of the International Assembly Called on the Fiftieth Anniversary of the
November Rebellion (Geneva 1881), pp.77 and 83. (R.L.)

[13] Równosć, Year II, No. I (November 1880). (R.L.)

[14] Równosć, Year II, No.3-4 (January-February 1881). (R.L.)

[15] In this regard, the following part of an article by K. Dtuski, Patriotism and Socialism,  is
characteristic: the idea of socialism is greater and more inclusive than the idea of patriotism. It
begins  in  the  domain  of  political  relations  in  which  patriotism  lies  and,  basing  itself  on
economic grounds, demands the transformation of social relations. In this, it regards economic
conditions only as the background on which all other relations and interests are grouped, which
are bound up with the lives of whole societies as well as individual men.” Równosć,  Year I,
No.2, November 1879). (R.L.)

[16] That is, the party of which Rosa Luxemburg was one of the founders and leaders, and in
whose paper this article appeared.

[17] On March 13, 1881, the series of terrorist actions of Narodnaya Volya culminated in the
slaying of the Czar Alexander II. Cf. Engels opinion of the power of Narodnaya Volya, see below.

[18]  Friedrich  Engels,  Internationales  aus  dem Volksstaat,  Soziales  aus Russland
(Berlin 1894), p.69. (R.L.)

[19]  This can be seen in the following statements of the Równosć  concerning the attack of
March 13, 1881, on Alexander II. The Równosć analyzed the program of the Narodnaya Volya.
and attributed to  it  “a  moderate  demand for  a  constitutional  monarchy”.  According to the
Równosć, the authors of the March 13 attack wanted no more than concessions. “We want
changes in the political form of the present regime that is what the Narodnaya Volya [also]
wants.” Równosć, Year II, No.5-6 (March-April 1881). R.L.)

[20] Internationales aus dem Volksstaat, pp.41-42. (R.L.)

[21] Z Pola Walki, pp.30-31. Also, Przedświt, Year II No.4 (October 1882). (R.L.)

[22]  The  most  important  demands  are:  1)  All  Germany  shall  be  united  into  an  indivisible
Republic;  4)  General  arming of  the people;  11)  All  means  of  transportation:  trains,  canals,
steamboats, highways, the post office. etc., shall be taken over by the state. They shall become
the property  of  the state,  and shall  be put  (gratis)  at  the disposal  of  the  poorer  class;  12)
Creation of state workshops. The state guarantees the subsistence of all workers, and cares for
those incapable of working; 17) Universal, free education. (R.L.)

[23] Przedświt, II, No.17, May 14, 1883). The editorial staff of Przedświt adds the proviso to
the above resolutions that it is not in complete agreement with all the views expressed in these
resolutions. For us, however, the views of the activists working in Poland at the time are of
primary importance. Besides, the editorial staff does not list the points on which its views differ
from those expressed in the resolutions so that a basis for any sort of  conclusion about its
standpoint is non-existent. (R.L.)

[24] Cited in Internationales aus dem Volksstaat, Soziales aus Russland, p.50. From
An Open Letter to Friedrich Engels, which appeared in German in Zurich. (R.L.)

[25] Kalendar Narodnoj Woli, p.5. (R.L.)
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[26] Internationales aus dem Volksstaat, Soziales aus Russland, p.50. (R.L.)

[27] Proletariat, No.2 (October 1, 1883). From Russia. (R.L.)

[28] Internationales  aus  dem  Volksstaat.  Zwei  Flüchtlingskundgebungen,  p.45.
(R.L.)

[29] Westnik Narodnoj Woli, No.4, 1885, p.242. (R.L.)
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»The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change

it».

(Marx's 11th thesis on Feuerbach)

Twenty  years  ago,  Marx  laid  his  towering  head  to  rest.  And  although  we  only

experienced a couple of years ago what in the language of German professors is called

'the crisis of  Marxism',  it  suffices to throw a glance at the masses that today follow

socialism  alone  in  Germany  and  at  socialism's  importance  in  all  so-called  civilised

countries, in order to grasp the immensity of the work of Marx's thoughts.

If it mattered to express in few words what Marx did for the contemporary working

class, then one could say: Marx has uncovered the modern working class as historical

category, that is, as a class with particular historical conditions of existence and laws of

motion. A mass of wage-workers, who were led to solidarity by the similarity of their

social existence in bourgeois society and looked for a way out of their condition and

partly  for  a  bridge to  the promised land of  socialism,  arguably  existed in  capitalist

countries before Marx. Marx was the first who elevated workers to the working class by

linking them through the specific historical task of conquering political power in the

socialist revolution.

Class struggle for conquering political power was the bridge that Marx built between

socialism and the proletarian movement that elementarily rises up from the ground of

contemporary society.
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The  bourgeoisie  has  always  shown  sure  instinct  when  it  followed  the  proletariat's

political aspirations with hatred and fear. Already in November 1831, when reporting

on  the  working  class'  initial  impulses  on  the  continent  to  the  French  Chamber  of

Deputies, Casimir Périer[1] said: »Gentlemen, we can be relieved! Nothing politically

has emerged from Lyon's labour movement». The dominant classes namely considered

every political impulse of the proletariat as an early sign of the coming emancipation of

the workers from the bourgeoisie's paternalism.

It was only Marx who succeeded in putting working class-politics on the foundation of

conscious class struggle and to thereby forge it into a deadly weapon directed against

existing  society's  order.  The  materialist  conception  of  history  in  general  and  the

Marxian  theory  of  capitalist  development  in  particular  form  the  foundation  of

contemporary social democratic labour politics. Only someone to whom the essence of

social democratic politics and the essence of Marxism are equally a mystery can think of

class conscious labour politics outside of Marxian theory.

In his Feuerbach, Engels (1886) formulated the essence of philosophy as the eternal

question about the relationship between thought  and being,  the question of  human

consciousness in the objective, material world. If we transfer the concepts of being and

thought  from  the  abstract  world  of  nature  and  individual  speculation,  whereto

professional philosophers stick with iron determination, to the realm of societal life,

then the same can in a particular sense be said about socialism. Socialism has always

been the feeling for and the search for means and ways to bring being into accord with

thought,  namely  to  bring the historical  forms of  existence into accord with societal

consciousness.

It  was  left  to  Marx  and  his  friend  Engels  to  find  the  solution  to  a  centuries-old

painstaking  task.  Marx  has  revealed  history's  most  important  driving  force  by

discovering that the history of all hitherto-existing societies is in the last instance the

history of its relations of production and exchange, whose development manifests itself

under  the  rule  of  private  property  in  the  political  and  social  institutions  as  class

struggle.  Thereby  we  gained  an  explanation  of  the  necessary  disparity  between

consciousness and being in all hitherto-existing forms of society, between human will

and social action, and between intentions and results.

Humanity first uncovered the secret behind its own societal process thanks to Marxian

ideas. Furthermore, the discovery of the laws of capitalist development also expounded

the way that society took from its natural, unconscious stage, during which history was

made in the manner that bees construct their honeycombs, to the stage of conscious,

deliberate, true human history, wherein for the first time society's will and action come

into accord with each other so that the social human will for the first time in millennia
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do that what (s)he wants to do.

To speak with Engels (1886, 270), this final »leap from the kingdom of necessity to the

kingdom of  freedom» that  only  the  socialist  revolution  will  realise  for  society  as  a

whole,  already  takes  place  within  the  existing  order  —  in  social-democratic

politics.[2] With the Ariadne thread of Marx's theory in its hand, the workers' party is

today the only party that knows  from the historical point of view what it does  and

therefore does what it desires. This is the whole secret of social democracy's power.

The bourgeois world has long been puzzled by social democracy's astonishing resilience

and steady progress. From time to time there are single senile silly-billies who, blinded

by special moral successes of our politics, advise the bourgeoisie to learn a lesson from

'our example' and from social democracy's secret wisdom and idealism. They do not

understand  that  what  is  a  source  of  life  and fountain  of  youth  and energy  for  the

aspiring working class-politics is deadly poison for the bourgeois parties.

Because what is it that in fact gives us the inner moral strength to endure and shake off

the biggest repression, such as a dozen years of the law against socialists,[3] with such

laughing  courage?  Is  it  for  instance  the  disinherited's  keenness  to  pursue  small

improvements of their condition? The modern proletariat is unlike the philistine and

the petty bourgeois not willing to become a hero for the sake of everyday comforts. The

plain,  sober bigotry of  the world of  English trade unions shows how little  the pure

prospect of small material gains for the working class is capable of creating a moral

flight of fancy.

Is it the ascetic stoicism of a sect that as among the original Christians flickers up all the

more brightly the more persecution there is? The modern proletarian is, as heir and

pupil of bourgeois society, far too much a born materialist and a healthy sensual human

of  flesh  and  blood  to  alone  draw  love  and  strength  for  his  ideas  from  torture  in

accordance with slave morality.

Is it, finally, the 'justice' of our cause that makes us so impregnable? The causes of the

Chartists, the followers of Weitling,[4] and the utopian socialist schools were no less

'just'  than our  cause,  but  nonetheless  they  all  soon succumbed to  modern society's

resilience.

If the contemporary labour movement victoriously shakes the manes, defying all the

acts  of  violence  of  the  enemy  world,  then  this  is  especially  due  to  its  calm

understanding  of  the  lawfulness  of  the  objective  historical  development,  the

understanding of the fact that »capitalist production» begets »with the inexorability of

a natural process [...] its own negation» (Marx 1867, 929) — namely the expropriation

of the expropriators, the socialist revolution. It is this insight, from which the labour
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movement draws the firm guarantee of its final victory, not just impetuosity, but also

the patience, the power to action and the courage to endure.

The first condition of successful politics of struggle is understanding the movements of

the opponent.  But  what  is  the  key  to  understanding bourgeois  politics  down to  its

smallest  ramifications  and  the  labyrinths  of  daily  politics  so  that  we  are  equally

protected from surprises and illusions? The key is nothing more than the insight that

one must explain all forms of societal consciousness in their inner turmoil from the

interests of classes and groups, from the antagonisms of material life and in the last

instance from »the conflict existing between the social forces of production and the

relations of production» (Marx 1859, 263).

And what gives us the capability to adapt our politics to new appearances of political

life, such as for example world politics, and especially to assess it, also without special

talent  and  profundity,  with  the  depth  of  judgement  that  gets  to  the  core  of  the

appearance itself, while the most talented bourgeois critics only scratch on its surface or

get caught up in hopeless antagonisms at every glance into the depth? Again, nothing

else than the overview of historical development based on the law that the »mode of

production  of  material  life  conditions  the  general  process  of  social,  political  and

intellectual life» (Marx 1859, 263).

What is it that provides us above all with a measure for avoiding in the selection of

struggles' ways and means aimless experiments and utopian escapades that are a waste

of energy? Once the direction of the economic and political process of contemporary

society has been understood, this understanding can act as a measure not just of the

overall direction of our campaign plan, but also of every detail of our political efforts.

Thanks to this guideline the working class has managed for the first time to transform

the idea of  socialism as the ultimate aim into daily  politics'  divisional coins and to

elevate the everyday political  detail  work to the big idea's  executive tool.  There was

bourgeois politics led by workers and there was revolutionary socialism before Marx.

But only since Marx and through Marx has a socialist working class-politics  existed

that  is  at  the  same  time  and  in  the  fullest  meaning  of  both  words  revolutionary

Realpolitik.

If we understand by Realpolitik a politics that only sets itself achievable goals that it

pursues to obtain by the most effective means in the shortest time, then the difference

between  proletarian  class-politics  that  stands  in  the  Marxian  spirit  and  bourgeois

politics is that bourgeois politics is real from the standpoint of material daily politics,

whereas  socialist  politics  is  real  from  the  standpoint  of  the  historical  tendency  of

development.  Exactly  the  same difference can be found between a  vulgar economic

theory of value that conceives of value as a thing in appearance from the standpoint of
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the market stall and Marxian theory that conceives of value as a societal relation in a

particular historical epoch.

But proletarian Realpolitik is also revolutionary in that it goes in all the parts of its

endeavours beyond the bounds of the existing order in which it operates, by consciously

regarding  itself  only  as  the  preliminary  stage  of  the  act  that  turns  proletarian

Realpolitik into the politics of the ruling, revolutionary proletariat.

In this manner, Marx's theory penetrates and enlightens everything — the moral power,

by which we overcome perils; our tactics of struggle, even its last details; our critique of

opponents; our everyday agitation, by which we win the masses; our entire work down

to the tips of  the fingers.  And if  we here and there indulge in the illusion that our

politics is today with all its inner power independent from Marx's theory, then this only

shows that our praxis speaks in Marx's terms although we do not know it,  just like

Molière's bourgeois spoke in prose.

It suffices that we visualise Marx's achievements in order to understand that bourgeois

society  made  him  its  deadly  enemy  because  of  his  concept  of  the  working  class's

socialist  revolution.  It  became evident  to the dominant classes  that  overcoming the

modern labour movement meant overcoming Marx. In the twenty years since Marx's

death, we have seen a constant series of attempts to destroy Marx's spirit in the labour

movement's theory and praxis.

The labour movement has from the start of its history navigated between the two poles

of revolutionary-socialist utopianism and bourgeois Realpolitik.  Wholly absolutist  or

semi-absolutist  pre-bourgeois  society  formed  the  historical  soil  of  the  first.  The

revolutionary-utopian stage of socialism in Western Europe is by and large concluded

by the development of bourgeois class rule, although we can observe single relapses

into it until today. The other danger — getting lost in bourgeois Realpolitik's patchwork

— has only emerged in the course of the labour movement's strengthening on the floor

of parliamentarism.

The idea was that bourgeois parliamentarism would provide weapons for practically

overcoming the proletariat's revolutionary politics and that the democratic union of the

classes and social peace brought about by reforms should replace class struggle.

And what has been achieved? The illusion may have here and there lasted for a while,

but the unsuitability of Realpolitik's bourgeois methods for the working class became

immediately  evident.  The  fiasco  of  ministerialism  in  France[5],  the  betrayal  by

liberalism in Belgium[6], the breakdown of parliamentarism in Germany[7] — the short

dream of »quiet development» strike by strike broke to pieces. The Marxian law of the

tendency of the sharpening of social contrasts as foundation of class struggle asserted
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itself. And every day brings new signs and wonders. In the Netherlands, 24 hours of the

railway strike like an earthquake overnight opened up a yawning gap in the middle of

society, from which class struggle blazed out. Holland is on fire.[8]

So  in  the  light  of  the  »march  of  the  worker  battalions»,  the  base  of  bourgeois

democracy and bourgeois legislation breaks down like a thin ice sheet and again and

again makes the working class aware that its final goal can not be achieved on this base.

All of this is the result of the many attempts to 'practically' overcome Marx.

Hundreds of industrious apologists have made the theoretical overcoming of Marxism

their life-task and the springboard of their careers. What have they achieved? They have

managed to create in the circles of the faithful intelligentsia the conviction that Marx's

works are 'one-sided' and 'exaggerated'.  But even those of  the bourgeois ideologues,

who can be taken serious, such as Stammler[9], have understood that nothing can be

achieved with »'a bit more or a bit less' half-truths» against »such a deep and profound

theory». But what can bourgeois academia oppose to Marxian theory at a whole?

Since Marx has emphasised the historical standpoint of the working class in the fields

of philosophy, history, and economics, bourgeois research in these fields has lost the

thread.  The  classical  philosophy  of  nature  has  come  to  an  end.  The  bourgeois

philosophy of history has come to an end. Scientific political economy has come to an

end. In historical research, as far as there is not the dominance of an unconscious and

inconsequent materialism, an eclecticism shimmering in all colours has taken the place

of any unified theory. So there is the relinquishment of the unified explanation of the

process  of  history,  i.e.  of  the  philosophy  of  history  as  such.  Economics  oscillates

between two schools, the 'historical' one and the 'subjective' one. The one is a protest

against the other. And both are a protest against Marx. The first one negates economic

theory, i.e. the knowledge in this field, in principle in order to negate Marx, whereas the

other one negates the only — objective — research method that first turned political

economy into a science.

Certainly the social science book fair every month brings whole mountains of products

that result  from bourgeois industriousness to the market.  And the thickest volumes

written by ambitious, modern professors are put out at large-scale capitalist, machine-

like  speed.  But  in such diligent monographs either research buries  its  head like  an

ostrich into the sand of small, fragmented phenomena so that it does not have to see

broader  connections  and  only  works  for  daily  needs.  Or  research  only  simulates

thoughts  and »social  theories»  that  are  in  the  last  instance  just  reflexes  of  Marx's

thoughts that are hidden under overloaded tinsel ornaments that appeal to the taste

associated with commodities of the 'modern' bazaar. Autonomous flights of thought, a

daring glance into the distance or an invigorating deduction are nowhere to be found.
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And if social progress has again created a new series of scientific problems, then again

only the Marxian method offers ways for solving them.

So it is everywhere just theorylessness, epistemological scepticism, that bourgeois social

science is able to oppose to Marxian knowledge. Marxian theory is a child of bourgeois

science, but the birth of this child has cost the mother her life.

Therefore, the upturn of the working class has knocked the weapons out of bourgeois

society's  hands  that  the  latter  wanted  to  use  on  the  battlefield  against  Marxian

socialism. And today, 20 years after Marx's  death, bourgeois society is  all  the more

powerless against him, but Marx more alive than ever.

Of course, contemporary society has one comfort left. While society struggles in vain to

find a means to overcome Marx's theory, it does not notice that the only real means of

doing so are hidden in this theory itself. Because it is through and through historical,

Marxian  theory  only  claims  temporally  limited  validity.  Because  it  is  through  and

through dialectical, it carries in itself the definite seeds of its own dissolution.

If we abstract from its unchanging part, namely from the historical method of research,

then Marxian theory in its most general outlines consists of insights into the historical

way that leads from the last 'antagonistic' form of society, i.e. societies that are based on

class  conflicts,  to  the  communist  society  that  is  built  on  all  members'  solidarity  of

interests.

Marxian theory is especially, just like earlier classical theories of political economy, the

mental reflex of a particular period of economic and political development, namely the

transition from the capitalist to the socialist phase of history. But it is more than just a

reflex. The historical transition that Marx identified can namely not take place without

Marxian knowledge having become the knowledge of a particular class in society, the

modern  proletariat.  That  Marx's  theory  becomes  the  working  class'  form  of

consciousness and as such an element of history is the precondition for the realisation

of the historical revolution formulated in Marx's theory.

Marx's theory proves to be true continuously with every new proletarian who supports

class struggle. So Marx's theory is at the same time part of the historical process and is

also  itself  a  process.  Social  revolution  will  be  The  Communist  Manifesto's  final

chapter.

Consequently, the part of Marxian theory that is most dangerous to the existing order of

society will sooner or later be 'overcome'. But only together with the existing order of

society.
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Footnotes

[1] Casimir Pierre Périer (1777-1832) was a French banker and politician, who served

as France's ninth Prime Minister (1831-1832). (Translator's footnote.)

[2]  It  should  be  noted  that  in  1903,  when  Luxemburg  published  this  text,  no

linguistic  distinction  was  drawn  between  social  democracy  and  communism.

Communist  parties  had  not  yet  been  differentiated  from  social  democratic  parties.

When Luxemburg therefore speaks of  social  democracy,  she means movements and

parties that aim at the fundamental transformation of society that brings about the

abolition of capitalism. (Translator's footnote.)

[3] The Chancellor of the German Empire Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898) introduced

the »Law against the public danger of Social Democratic endeavours» (better known as

Sozialistengesetz — anti-socialist law) in 1878. This law was in effect until 1890 and

prohibited  meetings,  publications,  unions  and  associations  guided  by  socialist

principles. (Translator's footnote.)

[4] Wilhelm Weitling (1808-1871) was an early communist writer and activist.

[5]  Luxemburg  here  alludes  to  the  fact  that  the  socialist  Alexandre  Millerand

participated as Minister of Commerce, Industry, Posts and Telegraphs in the bourgeois

French government of Prime Minister Pierre Waldeck-Rousseau from 1899 until 1902.

(Translator's footnote.)

[6] Note [CF]: In April 1902, there were wildcat strikes in Belgium that turned into a

general strike for the abolishment of the plural voting system that privileged the rich.

Under the impression of these working class protests, the leader of the Belgian Labour

Party,  Emile  Vandervelde,  introduced  a  motion  for  the  introduction  of  universal

suffrage to the Belgian Parliament.  The motion was defeated.  Introducing universal

suffrage required another general strike in 1913 and took until 1919. Representatives of

the Liberal  Party  were,  just  like  the Belgian Labour  Party,  opposed to the absolute

majority rule of the Catholic Party under Prime Minister Paul de Smet de Naezer, but

repeatedly opposed electoral reforms. (Translator's footnote.)

[7] Before the end of the German Monarchy in the November Revolution 1918 and

the founding of the Weimar Republic, the German Reichstag did not have full political

power.  Political  decisions  were  often  taken  by  the  government  independent  of  the

Reichstag. (Translator's footnote.)
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[8] In 1903, Dutch railroad workers organised a general strike in solidarity with other

workers for the right to strike and unionise. (Translator's footnote.)

[9] Rudolf Stammler (1856-1938) was a legal theorist and the main representative of

neo-Kantian legal philosophy in Germany. (Translator's footnote.)
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In his  shallow but at  time interesting causerie entitled Die soziale Bewegung in

Frankreich und Belgien (The Socialist Movement in France and Belgium),

Karl Grün remarks, aptly enough, that Fourier’s and Saint-Simon’s theories had very

different effects upon their respective adherents. Saint-Simon was the spiritual ancestor

of a whole generation of brilliant investigators and writers in various field of intellectual

activity;  but  Fourier’s  followers  were,  with  few  exceptions,  persons  who  blindly

parroted their  master’s  words, and were incapable of  making any advance upon his

teaching. Grün’s explanation of this difference is that Fourier presented the world with

a finished system, elaborated in all its details; whereas Saint-Simon merely tossed his

disciples a loose bundle of great thoughts. Although it seems to me that Grün pays too

little attention to the inner, the essential, difference between the theories of these two

classical  authorities  in the domain of  utopian socialism, I  feel  that  on the whole  is

observation is sound. Beyond question, a system of ideas which is merely sketched in

broad outline proves far more stimulating than a finished and symmetrical structure

which leaves nothing to be added and offers no scope for the independent effort of an

active mind.

Does this account for the stagnation in Marxism doctrine which has been noticeable
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for  a good many years? The actual fact  is  that  – apart for  one or two independent

contributions which mark a theoretician advance – since the publication of the last

volume of Capital  and of the last  of Engels’s writings there have appeared nothing

more  than  a  few  excellent  popularizations  and  expositions  of  Marxist  theory.  The

substance of that theory remains just where the two founders of scientific socialism left

it.

Is  this  because  the Marxist  system has  imposed  too  rigid a  framework upon the

independent activities of the mind? It  is undeniable that Marx has had a somewhat

restrictive influence upon the free development of theory in the case of many of his

pupils.  Both  Marx  and Engels  found  it  necessary  to  disclaim responsibility  for  the

utterances of many who chose to call themselves Marxists! The scrupulous endeavor to

keep “within the bounds of Marxism” may at times have been just as disastrous to the

integrity  of  the  thought  process  as  has  been  the  other  extreme  –  the  complete

repudiation of the Marxist outlook, and the determination to manifest “independence

of thought” at all hazards.

Still, it is only where economic matters are concerned that we are entitled to speak of

a more or less completely elaborated body of doctrines bequeathed us by Marx. The

most  valuable  of  all  his  teachings,  the  materialist-dialectical  conception  of  history,

presents itself to us as nothing more than a method of investigation, as a few inspired

leading thoughts, which offer us glimpses into the entirely new world, which open us to

endless perspectives of independent activity, which wing our spirit for bold flights into

unexplored regions.

Nevertheless,  even  in  this  domain,  with  few  exceptions  the  Marxist  heritage  lies

shallow.  The  splendid  new  weapon  rusts  unused;  and  the  theory  of  historical

materialism remains as unelaborated and sketchy as was when first formulated by its

creators.

It cannot be said, then, that the rigidity and completeness of the Marxist edifice are

the explanation of the failure of Marx’s successors to go on with the building.

We are  often  told  that  our  movement  lacks  the  persons  of  talent  who  might  be

capable of further elaborating Marx’s theories. Such a lack is, indeed, of long standing;

but the lack itself demands an explanation, and cannot be put forward to answer the

primary question. We must remember that each epoch forms its own human material;

that if in any period there is a genuine need for theoretical exponents, the period will

create the forces requisite for the satisfaction of that need.

But is  there a genuine need,  an effective demand, for  the further development of

Marxist theory?
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In an article upon the controversy between the Marxist and the Jevonsian Schools in

England,  Bernard  Shaw,  the  talented  exponent  of  Fabian  semi-socialism,  derides

Hyndman for having said that the first volume of Capital had given him a complete

understanding of  Marx,  and that  there  were no gaps  in  Marxist  theory  – although

Friedrich  Engels,  in  the  preface  of  the  second  volume  of  Capital,  subsequently

declared that the first volume with its theory of value, had left unsolved a fundamental

economic problem, whose solution would not be furnished until the third volume was

published. Shaw certainly succeeded here in making Hyndman’s position seem a trifle

ridiculous,  though  Hyndman  might  well  derive  consolation  from  the  fact  that

practically the whole socialist world was in the same boat!

The third volume of Capital, with its solution of the problem of the rate of profit (the

basic problem of Marxist economics), did not appear till 1894. But in Germany, as in all

other  lands,  agitation  had been  carried  on  with  the  aid  of  the  unfinished  material

contained in the first volume; the Marxist doctrine had been popularized and had found

acceptance upon the basis  of  this  first  volume alone;  the success of  the  incomplete

Marxist theory had been phenomenal; and no one had been aware that there was any

gap in the teaching.

Furthermore, when the third volume finally  saw the light,  whilst  to  begin with it

attracted some attention in the restricted circles of  the experts,  and aroused here a

certain  amount  of  comment  –  as  far  as  the  socialist  movement  as  a  whole  was

concerned, the new volume made practically no impression in the wide regions where

the  ideas  expounded  in  the  original  book  had  become  dominant.  The  theoretical

conclusion of volume 3 have not hitherto evoked any attempt at popularization, nor

have they secured wide diffusion. On the contrary, even among the social democrats we

sometimes hear, nowadays, reechoes of the “disappointment” with the third volume of

Capital which is so frequently voiced by bourgeois economists – and thus the social

democrats merely show how fully they had accepted the “incomplete” exposition of the

theory of value presented in the first volume.

How can we account for so remarkable a phenomenon?

Shaw, who (to quote his own expression) is fond of “sniggering” at others, may have

good reasons here, for  making fun of the whole socialist  movement, insofar as it  is

grounded upon Marx! But if  he were to do this,  he would be “sniggering” at a very

serious  manifestation  of  our  social  life.  The  strange  fate  of  the  second  and  third

volumes  of  Capital  is  conclusive  evidence  as  to  the  general  destiny  of  theoretical

research in our movement.

From the  scientific  standpoint,  the  third  volume of  Capital  must,  no  doubt,  be
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primarily regarded as the completion of Marx’s critic of capitalism. Without this third

volume, we cannot understand, either the actually dominant law of the rate of profit; or

the splitting up of surplus value into profit, interest, and rent; or the working of the law

of  value  within  the  field  of  competition.  But,  and this  is  the  main  point,  all  these

problems, however important from the outlook of the pure theory, are comparatively

unimportant  from the practical  outlook of  the  class  war.  As  far  as the  class  war  is

concerned, the fundamental theoretical problem is the origin of surplus value, that is,

the  scientific  explanation  of  exploitation;  together  with  the  elucidation  of  the

tendencies toward the socialization of the process of production, that is, the scientific

explanation of the objective groundwork of the socialist revolution.

Both these problems are solved in the first volume of Capital,  which deduces the

“expropriation  of  the  expropriators”  as  the  inevitable  and  ultimate  result  of  the

production of surplus value and of the progressive concentration of capital. Therewith,

as far as theory is concerned, the essential need of the labor movement is satisfied. The

workers, being actively engaged in the class war, have no direct interest in the question

how surplus value is distributed among the respective groups of exploiters; or in the

question  how,  in  the  course  of  this  distribution,  competition  brings  about

rearrangements of production.

That is why, for socialists in general, the third volume of Capital remain an unread

book.

But,  in  our  movement,  what  applies  to  Marx’s  economic  doctrines  applies  to

theoretical research in general. It is pure illusion to suppose that the working class, in

its  upward  striving,  can  of  its  own  accord  become  immeasurably  creative  in  the

theoretical  domain.  True  that,  as  Engels  said,  the  working  class  alone  has  today

preserved  an  understanding  of  and  interest  in  theory.  The  workers’  craving  for

knowledge is one of the most noteworthy cultural manifestation of our day. Morally,

too, the working-class struggle denotes the cultural renovation of society.  But active

participation of the workers in the march of science is subject to fulfillment of very

definite social conditions.

In every class society, intellectual culture (science and art) is created by the ruling

class; and the aim of this culture is in part to ensure the direct satisfaction of the needs

of the social process, and in part to satisfy the mental needs of the members of the

governing class.

In  the history  of  earlier  class  struggles,  aspiring  classes  (like  the Third Estate  in

recent  days)  could  anticipate  political  dominion  by  establishing  an  intellectual

dominance, inasmuch as, while they were still subjugated classes, they could set up a
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new science and a new art against obsolete culture of the decadent period.

The proletariat is in a very different position. As a nonpossessing class, it cannot in

the course of its  struggle upwards spontaneously create a mental  culture of  its  own

while it remains in the framework of bourgeois society. Within that society, and so long

as its  economic foundations persist,  there can be no other culture than a bourgeois

culture. Although certain “socialist” professors may acclaim the wearing of neckties, the

use of visiting cards, and the riding of bicycles by proletarians as notable instances of

participation  in  cultural  progress,  the  working  class  as  such  remains  outside

contemporary culture. Notwithstanding the fact that the workers create with their own

hands  the  whole  social  substratum  of  this  culture,  they  are  only  admitted  to  its

enjoyment insofar as  such admission is  requisite  to the satisfactory performance of

their functions in the economic and social process of capitalist society.

The working class will not be in a position to create a science and an art of its own

until it has been fully emancipated from its present class position.

The utmost it can do today is to safeguard bourgeois culture from the vandalism of

the bourgeois reaction,  and create the social  conditions  requisite  for  a  free  cultural

development. Even along these lines, the workers, within the extant form of society, can

only advance insofar as they can create for themselves the intellectual weapons needed

in their struggle for liberation.

But this reservation imposes upon the working class (that is to say, upon the workers’

intellectual leaders) very narrow limits in the field of intellectual activities. The domain

of their creative energy is confined to one specific department of science, namely social

science. For, inasmuch as “thanks to the peculiar connection of the idea of the Fourth

Estate  with  our  historical  epoch”,  enlightenment  concerning  the  laws  of  social

development has become essential to the workers in the class struggle, this connection

has borne good fruit in social science, and the monument of the proletarian culture of

our days is – Marxist doctrine.

But Marx’s creation, which as a scientific achievement is a titanic whole, transcends

the plain demands of the proletarian class struggle for whose purposes it was created.

Both  in  his  detailed  and  comprehensive  analysis  of  capitalist  economy,  and  in  his

method  of  historical  research  with  its  immeasurable  field  of  application,  Marx  has

offered much more than was directly essential for the practical conduct of the class war.

Only in proportion as our movement progresses, and demands the solution of new

practical problems do we dip once more into the treasury of Marx’s thought, in order to

extract therefrom and to utilize new fragments of his doctrine. But since our movement,

like all the campaigns of practical life, inclines to go on working in old ruts of thought,
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and to cling to principles after they have ceased to be valid, the theoretical utilization of

the Marxist system proceed very slowly.

If,  then, today we detect a stagnation in our movement as far as these theoretical

matters  are  concerned,  this  is  not  because  the  Marxist  theory  upon  which  we  are

nourished is incapable of development or has become out-of-date. On the contrary, it is

because we have not yet learned how to make an adequate use of the most important

mental  weapons which  we had taken out  of  the  Marxist  arsenal  on account  of  our

urgent need for them in the early stages of our struggle. It is not true that, as far as

practical struggle is concerned, Marx is out-of-date, that we had superseded Marx. On

the contrary, Marx, in his scientific creation, has outstripped us as a party of practical

fighters. It is not true that Marx no longer suffices for our needs. On the contrary, our

needs are not yet adequate for the utilization of Marx’s ideas.

Thus  do  the  social  conditions  of  proletarian  existence  in  contemporary  society,

conditions first elucidated by Marxist theory, take vengeance by the fate they impose

upon  Marxist  theory  itself.  Though  that  theory  is  an  incomparable  instrument  of

intellectual culture, it remains unused because, while t is inapplicable to bourgeois class

culture, it greatly transcends the needs of the working class in the matter of weapons

for the daily struggle. Not until the working class has been liberated from its present

conditions of existence will the Marxist method of research be socialized in conjunction

with the other means of production, so that it can be fully utilized for the benefit of

humanity at large, and so that it can be developed to the full measure of its functional

capacity.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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Lassalle’s  immediate  relationship with the March [1848] revolution has remained a

mere fragmentary, almost fleeting, one.

This is partly because of his still relatively young age, but above all because of the

peculiar  concatenation  of  circumstances  in  his  life  which  –  for  almost  a  decade  –

chained him to the individual fate of a woman badly abused by the dominant feudal

powers and which have made his energy to the service of the revolution highly disputed

in this period. [1] Not until the November crisis of 1848 was Lassalle able to play an

exemplary part in the revolutionary struggles of the Rhineland. Immediately, however,

he was snared by the Prussian judiciary, which only released him when the revolution

was over.

But Lassalle’s historical connection with the March revolution does not end with his

direct agitation during the ‘great year’: it was not even the main thing about it. Rather,

it was the fact that Lassalle put into practice the most important historical consequence

of the March revolution by finally releasing the German working class from the political

conscription of the bourgeoisie and organising it into an independent class party.

As is well known, the specific manner in which Lassalle carried out this immortal task

has been met with sharp and often well deserved criticism from Marx.

“He made big mistakes,”  wrote Marx to Schweitzer in 1868. “He allowed himself to be

influenced too much by the immediate  circumstances of  the  time.  He made the minor

starting point, his opposition to the dwarf-like Schulze-Delitzsch, the central point of his

agitation  –  state  aid  versus  self-help.  The  ‘state’  was,  therefore,  transformed  into  the
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Prussian state.  He was  thus  forced to  make concessions  to the  Prussian  monarchy,  to

Prussian reaction (the feudal party) and even to the clerics.” [2]

Yet Lassalle’s great deed – accomplished both in spite of and through these mistakes –

is not reduced, but actually grows in significance with the historical perspective from

which we observe it. That Lassalle understood how to see through the inner misery of

bourgeois liberalism and to expose this ruthlessly and almost brutally in front of the

working class – especially at a time when this liberalism was still, after all, daring to

engage in something akin to a struggle with the crown and the Junker reaction – this

service will in this sense be ever greater in the eyes of the historians and the politicians,

for since then the bourgeoisie has achieved the miracle of sliding, year on year, further

down beyond the depths where it stood even back then.

And if still today, until quite recently, if only sporadically and fleetingly, illusions in a

new upswing, an Indian summer of bourgeois liberalism, the cooperation and common

struggle of the proletariat were conceivable, the more groundbreaking Lassalle’s noble

deed will become, as he did not hesitate for a second in showing the German proletariat

the way to independent class politics through the rubble of liberalism stemming from

the time of conflict – a liberalism that, of course, towers above the liberalism of today.

In  his  tactics  of  struggle,  Lassalle  certainly  did  make  mistakes.  Yet  emphasising

mistakes  in  a  great  life’s  work  is  the  trite  pleasure  of  petty  peddlars  of  historical

research. Far more important in judging someone’s personality and the impact of their

work is to ascertain the actual cause or the specific source from which both their errors

and  virtues  resulted.  In  many  cases,  Lassalle  transgressed  in  his  tendency  to

‘diplomacy’  or  ‘ploys’,  such as in  his  deals  with Bismarck on the introduction from

above of general suffrage or in his plans for cooperatives funded with state credit. In his

political struggles with bourgeois society, as well as in his judicial struggles with the

Prussian  judiciary,  he  happily  fought  on  the  enemy’s  territory,  appearing  to  make

concessions in his point of view. A sassy, noble acrobat, as Johann Phillip Becker wrote,

he often dared to jump right to the edge of the abyss that separates a revolutionary

tactic from collaboration with reaction.

But the cause that led him to these audacious leaps was not inner insecurity, an inner

doubt of the strength and practicability of the revolutionary cause that he represented,

but on the contrary an excess of confident belief in the unconquerable power of this

cause. Lassalle sometimes went over to the ground of the opponent in the fight, not in

order to relinquish something of his revolutionary goals, but, on the contrary, in the

deluded belief that his strong personality would suffice to wrest away so much from his

opponent for those revolutionary goals,  that the ground beneath his opponent’s feet

would cave in.
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When, for example, Lassalle grafted his idea of cooperatives funded by state credit

onto an idealistic, unhistorical fiction of the ‘state’, the great danger of this fiction was

that  in  reality  he  merely  idealised  the  wretched  Prussian  state.  But  what  Lassalle

wanted to impose on it in terms of the tasks and duties of the working class would not

only have shaken the miserable shack that is the Prussian state, but the bourgeois state

in general.

The wrong – one might say the opportunistic – aspect of the Lassallean tactic was

that he aimed his demands at the wrong audience. Yet his demands did not as a result

diminish and disintegrate in his hands: they grew more and more. And if he preferred

to reduce the whole fight to a few militant slogans – on the general right to vote and the

productive associations, for example – then it  was not an excess of  patience,  which

would have meant abandoning the sea of socialist demands for piecemeal bourgeois

reforms, but his impatience, on the contrary, which drove him to concentrate all forces

on one or a few particular points of attack in order to cut short the long historic process.

So  the  mistakes  of  Lassallean  tactics  are  those  of  an  aggressive  attacker,  not  a

ditherer. They are those of a daring revolutionary, not a fainthearted diplomat.

In every period there are people – and there are also such people today – who only

believe  in  the  possibility  and  the  timeliness  of  a  revolution  when  it  has  already

happened. Such people grasp world history not by observing its face, so to speak, but its

behind. Lassalle belonged to that great generation, at the top of which Karl Marx shone,

in which belief in the revolution was alive in all its power. Not merely in the sense that

in the 1850s Lassalle, like Marx and Engels, still confidently expected the return of the

March revolutionary wave in Europe, but above all in the sense that he lived in the

rock-solid conviction of the validity and inevitability of the proletarian revolution.

He  constantly  listened  to  the  ‘the  march  of  worker-battalions’  in  the  historical

storming of the bourgeois order of society, right in the middle of the everyday struggle

and the guerrilla war with the Prussian judiciary and police. And he knew perfectly well

that the only adequate guarantee of  the victorious course of  this struggle lay in the

proletarian mass itself. Even if he did not arrive at this conclusion by way of historical

materialist  research,  as  Marx  did,  but  rather  by  way  of  philosophic-idealistic

speculation, he provided the German working class, in complete harmony with Marx’s

teaching, with one of its most important signposts in their class struggle when he, in

contrasting parliamentary reformism to revolutionary mass action, said:

“A legislative assembly never has overthrown and never will overthrow the existing order.

All that [such an] assembly has ever done and ever been able to do is proclaim the existing

order outside, sanction the already completed overthrow of society and elaborate on its

individual consequences, laws and so forth … Spoken more realistically, in the last instance
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revolutions  can  only  be  made  with  the  masses  and  their  passionate  devotion”  (my

emphasis – RL). [3]

In a few months, on August 31, to be precise, 40 years will have passed since Lassalle’s

death.  He  and  his  life’s  work,  judged  for  so  long  in  a  varied  and  sometimes

contradictory  manner,  are  now  available  for  the  German working  class  in  full  and

exhaustive clarity – and indeed both in mortal and immortal forms – in Bernstein’s

commentary and in Mehring’s works.

Had his sudden death not taken him away after such a short and bright life, it  is

doubtful  whether  Lassalle  would  be  have  been  able  to  orient  himself  in  today’s

movement and claim his position as a leading and powerful spirit in this completely

changed environment. “Events”, he wrote shortly before his death, “will develop very

slowly, I fear, and my glowing soul takes no pleasure in these children’s illnesses and

chronic tasks.” [4] Yet history has hardly ever suffered from a more disgusting infantile

illness  than  the  current  period  of  bourgeois-feudal  parliamentarianism,  which  the

modern proletariat in Germany and all capitalist countries is damned to wade through

and penetrate if it is to overcome it. Lassalle’s personality was simply not made for this

period of the struggle.

But the contemporary proletarian mass movement needs that “glowing soul”, which

shone in Lassalle and still breathes in each of his written words, all the more today.

That soul, in Lassalle’s words, will alone be able to “clench the whole power into a fist”,

and, at the crucial moment, overcome bourgeois society and achieve victory.

Notes

1.  This refers to Sophie Gräfin von Hartzfeld, who sought to divorce her cheating husband.
Lassalle met her at the age of 20 and took up her case in 36 court cases between 1846 and 1854.

2. Marx to J.B. Schweitzer, October 13, 1868.

3. F. Mehring (ed.), Der Literarische Nachlass von Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels und
Ferdinand Lassalle, Vol.4, Stuttgart 1902.

4. E. Bernstein (ed.), Lassalles Reden und Schriften, Vol.1, Berlin 1892, p.179.

Note by Weekly Worker

1*.  This  March  1904  article  was  written  for  a  volume  commemorating  Ferdinand  Lassalle
(1825-64). He founded the General German Workers’  Association in 1863, the first German
workers’ party. This organisation merged with the Social Democratic Workers Party headed by
Willhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel in 1875, later becoming the Social Democratic Party
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Rosa Luxemburg

(1904)

Source: Le Socialiste, May 1-8, 1904;

Translated: for marxists.org by Mitch Abidor.

May Day this year stands out particularly because it is being celebrated in the midst of

the noises of war. Because of this, its character as a demonstration in favor of world

peace has the upper hand this year. But more than ever, in the presence of war, the

specifically proletarian demonstration must also be the expression of this idea, that the

realization of universal peace cannot be conceived of except as linked to the realization

of our socialist final goal.

If  the  Russo-Japanese  War  has  demonstrated  anything,  it’s  the  vanity  of  the

speculations of those “humanitarian” socialists who claim to found world peace on the

system of  equilibrium of  the  Double  and the  Triple  Alliances.  These  panegyrists  of

military alliances were unable to sufficiently express their enchantment with the period

of thirty years of peace in central Europe and, based on this fact, proclaimed with all

possible naturalness “peace on the march” and “humanity at peace.” The thunder of the

cannons of  Port Arthur – which have made the stock exchanges of  Europe tremble

convulsively – recall to the intelligible voices of these socialist ideologists of bourgeois

society  that,  in  their  fantasies  of  European  peace,  they’d  forgotten  only  one  thing:

modern  colonial  politics,  which  have,  as  of  now,  gone  beyond  the  stage  of  local

European conflicts in transporting them to the Great Ocean. The Russo-Japanese War

now gives to all an awareness that even war and peace in Europe – its destiny – isn’t

decided between the four walls of the European concert, but outside it, in the gigantic

maelstrom of world and colonial politics.

And its in this that the real meaning of the current war resides for social-democracy,

even if we set aside its immediate effect: the collapse of Russian absolutism. This war

brings the gaze of the international proletariat back to the great political and economic

connectedness of the world, and violently dissipates in our ranks the particularism, the
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pettiness of ideas that form in any period of political calm.

The war completely rends all  the veils which the bourgeois world – this world of

economic, political and social fetishism – constantly wraps us in.

The  war  destroys  the  appearance  which  leads  us  to  believe  in  peaceful  social

evolution; in the omnipotence and the untouchability of bourgeois legality; in national

exclusivism; in the stability of political conditions; in the conscious direction of politics

by these “statesmen” or parties; in the significance capable of shaking up the world of

the squabbles in bourgeois parliaments; in parliamentarism as the so-called center of

social existence.

War unleashes – at the same time as the reactionary forces of the capitalist world –

the generating forces of social revolution which ferment in its depths.

Yes, this time we celebrate May First under a sharp wind, the pace of events in the

world strongly speeded up.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 30.11.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: In the Storm (1904) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1904/05/01.htm

2 of 2 9/20/2018, 9:20 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

(1904)

Written: June 1904.

Source: Sächsische Arbeiterzeitung, June 5-6, 1904.

Transcription/Markup: Dario Romeo and Brian Baggins.

Online Version: Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2000.

Once again the Reichstag has convened under very characteristic circumstances. On the

one hand there are renewed and brazed attacks by the reactionary press – of the calibre

of  the  Post  –  against  the  universal  franchise,  and  on  the  other,  clear  signs  of  a

‘parliamentary weariness’ in the bourgeois circles themselves; together with this, there

is the government’s evident intention to defer the convocation of the Reichstag until

shortly before the Christmas holiday – all this presents a crass picture of a rapid decline

of the supreme German parliament, and of its political significance. It is now obvious

that in the main the Reichstag convenes only to endorse the budget, a new army bill,

new credits for the colonial war in Africa, the inevitable new naval demands beckoning

in the background, and the trade treaties – nothing but faits accomplis, the results of

the extra-parliamentary influence of political managers on the Reichstag which then

acts as an automatic rubber stamp to approve the recovery of the expenses incurred by

these  extra-parliamentary  political  groups.  A classic  demonstration of  the  extent  to

which  the  bourgeoisie  consciously  and  devoutly  acquiesces  in  the  deplorable  role

assigned to its parliament is given in a statement made by Left-liberal Berlin paper. In

view of the exorbitant new military requisitions, which mean an increase in its size of

more  than  10.000  men  and  in  its  expenditure  of  74  million  marks  in  the  coming

quinquennial [one-fifth of a year], and which are accompanied with the usual threat,

field like a pistol on the Reichstag’s head, to re-introduce the three-year term of service,

this  newspapers  predicts  with  a  resigned sign that  since  the  representatives  of  the

people cannot desire [the three-year term of service], one might as well already regard

the army bill ‘as approved’. And this heroic liberal prophecy will be as outstandingly
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correct as any account that takes as its starting-point the disgraceful self-renunciation

of the bourgeois Reichstag majority.

In the fate if the German Reichstag we seen an important episode in the history of the

bourgeois  parliamentarism  in  general,  and  it  is  entirely  in  the  interests  of  the

proletariat to understand thoroughly its tendencies and inner connections. The illusion

held by a bourgeoisie struggling for power (and even more by a bourgeoisie in power),

namely the its parliament is the central axis of social life and the driving force of world

history, is not only historically explicable but also necessary. This is a notion which

naturally flowers in the splendid ‘parliamentary cretinism’ which cannot see beyond the

complacent  speechification of  a  few hundred parliamentary  deputies in  a  bourgeois

legislative chamber, to the gigantic forces of world history, forces which are at work on

the outside, in the bosom of social development, and which are quite unconcerned with

their parliamentary law-making. However, it is this very play of the blind elementary

forces  of  social  development  toward  which  the  bourgeois  classes  themselves

unknowingly and unwillingly contribute,  which leads to the inexorable undermining

not only of the imagined, but also of the real significance of bourgeois parliamentarism.

For here – and this can be examined more conclusively in the fate of the German

Reichstag than in any other country – it is the twofold effect of the international and

the  domestic  developments  which  is  bringing  about  the  decline  of  the  bourgeois

parliament. On the one hand global politics, which in the past ten years have become

increasingly  powerful,  are  forcing  the  entire  and  economic  and  social  life  of  the

capitalist countries into a vortex of incalculable, uncontrollable international actions,

conflict  and  transformations,  in  which  bourgeois  parliaments  are  tossed  about

powerlessly like logs in a stormy sea.

On  the  other  hand,  the  internal  development  of  classes  and  parties  in  capitalist

society is paving the way for and bringing to maturity the pliancy and impotence of the

bourgeois parliament vis-à-vis this destructive clash of global politics, of militarism, of

naval growth, of colonial politics.

Parliamentarism is far from being an absolute product of democratic development, of

the progress of the human species, and of such nice things. It is, rather, the historically

determined form of the class rule of the bourgeoisie and – what is only the reverse of

this rule – of its struggle against feudalism. Bourgeois parliamentary will stay alive only

so  long  as  the  conflict  between  the  bourgeoisie  and  the  feudalism  lasts.  If  the

stimulating  fire  of  this  struggle  should  go  out,  then  from the  bourgeois  standpoint

parliamentary would lose its historical purpose. For the past quarter-century, however,

the universal feature of political development in the capitalistic countries has been a

compromise between the bourgeoisie and feudalism. The obliteration of the difference
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between the Whigs and Tories in England, between the republicans and the clerical-

monarchist nobility in France, is the product and manifestation of this compromise. In

Germany  this  compromise  stunted  the  growth  of  the  emancipation  of  the  nascent

bourgeois class, choked its starting-point – the March Revolution – and left German

parliamentarism with the crippled figure of a misfit hovering constantly between death

and life. The Prussian constitutional conflict was the last time the class struggle of the

German bourgeoisie flared up against the feudal monarchy. Since then, the foundations

of parliamentarism has not been, as in England, France, Italy and United States, the

congruity of popular representation with governmental power in such a way that the

government  is  drawn  from  the  current  parliamentary  majority.  Instead,

parliamentarism has been founded on the opposite method, one which correspond with

the special Prussian-German wretchedness: every bourgeois party that achieves power

in the Reichstag becomes, eo ipso, the governing party, that is, the instrument of feudal

reaction. Consider only the fate of the National Liberals and the Centre Party.

The perfected feudal-bourgeois compromise has, even from the historical standpoint,

made parliamentarism into a rudiment, an organ deprived of all  function, and, with

compelling logic, has also produced all the streaking features of parliamentary decline

today. So long as the class conflict between the bourgeoisie and the feudal monarchy

lasts,  its  natural  expression is  the  open party  struggle  in parliament.  But  when the

compromise has been perfected, bourgeois party struggles in parliament are useless.

The conflict of  interest among the various groups of  the dominant bourgeois-feudal

reaction are no longer settled in parliamentary trials of strength, but in the form of

string-pulling  in  the  parliamentary  back-rooms.  What  remains  of  open  bourgeois

parliamentary struggles is no longer class and party conflicts, but at most, in backward

countries  such  as  Austria,  brawls  between  nationalities,  i.e.  between  cliques;  their

appropriate parliamentary form is the scuffle, the scandal. The dying out of bourgeois

party struggles also means the disappearance of their natural adjuncts: the prominent

parliamentary personalities, the famous orators and the powerful speeches. The battle

of speeches is useful as a parliamentary method only to a fighting party which is seeking

popular support. To give a speech in parliament, essentially, is always to ‘talk through

the window’.  From the standpoint  of  the  string-pullers  in the back-rooms – whose

method is the normal way of setting conflicts of interest on the basis of the bourgeois-

feudal  compromise  – speech-making is  futile,  indeed  it  only  defeats  their  purpose.

Hence the bourgeois parties’ indignation at ‘to much talking’ in Reichstag; hence the

crippling,  exhausted  sense  of  their  own  uselessness  which  encumbers  the  speech-

making campaigns of the bourgeois parties like a leaden blanket and which transform

the Reichstag into a house of lethal intellectual desolation.

And  finally,  the  bourgeois-feudal  compromise  has  called  into  question  the
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cornerstone of parliamentarism – universal suffrage itself. But from the bourgeois point

of view, this too is significant historically only as a weapon in the struggle between the

two  great  factions  of  the  propertied  classes.  The  bourgeoisie  needed  the  universal

suffrage in order to lead ‘the people’ into the battle against feudalism. And feudalism

needed it to mobilize the countryside against the industrial city. After the conflict itself

had ended in compromise, and a third force – neither liberal nor agrarian troops but

Social Democracy – arose from the two attempts, universal suffrage became senseless

from the viewpoint of the ruling bourgeois-feudal interests.

Bourgeois parliamentarism has thus completed the cycle of its historical development

and has arrived at the point of self-negation. Social Democracy, however, has taken up

its post in the country and in parliament as, simultaneously, the cause and effect of this

fate of the bourgeoisie. If parliamentarism has lost all significance for capitalist society,

it is for the rising working class one of the most powerful and indispensable means of

carrying on the class struggle. To save bourgeois parliamentarism from the bourgeoisie

and use it against the bourgeoisie is one of Social Democracy’s most urgent political

tasks.

Thus formulated, the task seems to be intrinsically contradictory. But, says Hegel,

‘contradictions leads to progress’. The contradictory task of Social Democracy vis-à-vis

parliamentarism gives rise to the party’s duty of protecting and supporting this ruinous

decay of bourgeois-democratic splendour, a duty which at the same time accelerates the

ultimate decline of the whole bourgeois order and the seizure of power by the socialist

proletariat.

II

In our own ranks one frequently hears the predominant view that a candid description

of the inner decay of bourgeois parliamentarism and an open and severe criticism of it

is a politically dangerous beginning, since in this way one disillusions the people in

their  belief  in parliamentarism and thus facilitates reactionary efforts  to undermine

universal suffrage.

The  error  of  such  an  approach  will  be  immediately  obvious  to  everyone  who  is

inwardly  sympathetic  toward  and  engrossed  in  Social  Democracy’s  ideas.  The  real

interests of Social Democracy – indeed those of democracy in general – can never be

furthered by concealing the actual relationship from the great masses of the people.

Artful  diplomatic  dodges  might  well  be  of  value  here  and  there  for  the  petty

parliamentary chess moves of bourgeois clique. The great historical movement of Social
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Democracy  can  practise  only  the  most  ruthless  frankness  and  sincerity  toward  the

working masses. After all, Social Democracy’s real nature, its historical calling, is to

impart to the proletariat a clear consciousness of the social and political motive forces

of bourgeois development, both as a whole and in all their details.

Especially with regard to parliamentarism, it is absolutely necessary to recognize as

clearly as possible the real causes of its decline, as they follow from the logic of the

bourgeois  development,  in  order  to  warn  the  class-conscious  workers  against  the

destructive  illusion  that  any  moderation  of  Social-Democratic  class  struggle  could

artificially breathe new life into bourgeois democracy and into the bourgeois opposition

in parliament.

We  are  witness  to  the  most  extreme  consequences  of  applying  this  method  of

salvaging parliamentarism in Jaurès’s ministerial tactics in France. These tactics rest on

a twofold artifice. On the one hand the workers are given the most exaggerated hopes

and illusions regarding the positive achievements the might expect from parliament in

general. The bourgeois parliament is praised not merely as the competent instrument of

social progress and justice, of the elevation of the working class, of world peace and of

such wondrous things;  it  is  even represented as the agent  competent  to realize the

ultimate goal of socialism. Thus all the expectations, all the efforts, all the attention of

the working class, are concentrated on parliament.

On the  other  hand,  the  behavior  of  the  socialist  ministers  in  parliament  itself  is

directed  exclusively  at  bringing  about  the  rule  of,  and  keeping  alive,  the  sad  and

inwardly lifeless remnants of bourgeois democracy. For this purpose the class conflict

between  proletariat  and  bourgeois-democratic  policy  is  completely  disavowed  and

socialist  opposition  abandoned;  ultimately  the  Jaurès  socialists’  own  parliamentary

tactics resemble those of the purely bourgeois democrats. These disguised democrats

are  distinguishable  from the genuine thing  only  by  their  socialist  label  – and their

grater moderation.

More cannot be done,  it  would seem, toward self-renunciation, toward sacrificing

socialism upon the altar of bourgeois parliamentarism. And the results?

The  disastrous  effect  of  Jaurès’s  tactic  on  the  class  movement  of  the  French

proletariat  is  well  known: the dissolution of  the labour movement, the confusion of

ideas, the demoralization of the party deputies. But this is not what concerns us here,

for  we  are  interested  in  the  consequences  to  parliamentarism  itself  of  the  tactics

described,  and  these  are  fatal  in  the  extreme.  Not  only  were  the  policies  of  the

bourgeois democrats, the republicans, the ‘radicals’, not strengthened and regenerated,

but, on the contrary, these parties lost all the respect and fear for socialism that had
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once, as it were, stiffened their backbones. Much more dangerous, however, is another

symptom  which  has  made  its  appearance  in  the  recent  days:  the  increasing

disillusionment  of  the  French  worker  concerning parliamentarism.  The exaggerated

illusions  of  the  proletariat,  fed  by  Jaurès’s  phrase-making  policy,  had  to  lead  to  a

violent reaction; and indeed they have led to a situation in which today a large number

of French workers no longer want to know anything not only of Jaurèsism but also of

parliament and politics in general.

The organ of  the  young French Marxists,  the  Mouvement Socialiste,  which  is

usually  so  intelligent  and  useful,  has  just  published  a  surprising  series  of  articles

preaching a rejection of parliamentarism in favour of a return to pure trade unionism,

and seeing the ‘true revolutionism’ in the purely economic struggle of the of the worker.

At the same time, one provincial socialist paper, the Travailleur de l’Yonne,  puts

forward  an  even  more  original  idea  when  it  explains  that  for  the  proletariat,

parliamentary action is completely unproductive and that it corrupts us – which is why

it would be better to forgo the election of socialist deputies from now on and to send

only, say, bourgeois radicals into parliament.

These then are the beautiful fruits of Jaurès’s attempts to rescue parliamentarism: an

increasing popular aversion to every parliamentary action and a revision to anarchism

– which, in a word, is the greatest real danger to the existence of parliament and even of

the republic in general.

In Germany, under existing conditions, such deviations in socialist practice from the

basis  of  the  class  struggle  are  of  course  unthinkable.  However,  the  extreme

consequences of this tactic in France serve as a clear warning to the entire international

movement of the proletariat that this is not the way to pursue its task of supporting a

declining bourgeois parliamentarism. The real way is not to conceal and abandon the

proletarian class struggle, but the very reverse: to emphasize strongly and develop this

struggle both within and without parliament. This includes strengthening the extra-

parliamentary  action  of  the  proletariat  as  well  as  a  certain  organization  of  the

parliamentary action of our deputies.

In direct contrast to the erroneous assumptions on which Jaurès’s tactics are based,

the  foundations  of  parliamentarism  are  better  and  more  securely  protected  in

proportion as our tactics are tailored not to parliament alone, but also to the direct

action of the proletarian masses. The danger to universal suffrage will be lessened to

the degree that we can make the ruling classes clearly aware that the real  power of

Social Democracy by no means rests on the influence of its deputies in the Reichstag,

but that it lies outside, in the people themselves, ‘in the streets’, and that if the need

arise  Social  Democracy  is  able  and  willing  to  mobilize  the  people  directly  for  the
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protection of their political rights. This does not mean that, for example, it is sufficient

to keep the general strike, as it were, at the ready, up our sleeves in order to believe

ourselves equipped for any political eventuality. The political general strike is surely

one of the more important manifestation of the mass action of the proletariat, and it is

entirely  necessary  that  the  German  working  class  accustom itself  to  regarding  this

method (which until  now has  been tested only  in the Latin countries),  without any

arrogance or  doctrinaire  preconceptions,  as  one of  the  forms of  the  struggle  which

might possibly be attempted in Germany. More important, however, is to organize our

agitation  and  our  press  in  such  a  general  way  as  to  make  the  working  masses

increasingly  aware  of  their  own  power,  their  own  action,  and  not  to  consider

parliamentary struggle as the central axis of political life.

Very closely connected with this are our tactics in the Reichstag itself. That which

always so facilitates our deputies’ lustrous campaigns and outstanding role is – and we

must  be  completely  aware  of  this  –  the  absence  in  the  German  Reichstag  of  any

bourgeois democracy and opposition worthy of the name. Social Democracy has an easy

time of it vis-à-vis the reactionary majority, since the party is the sole consistent and

reliable advocate of the interests of the people’s prosperity and of progress in all areas

of public life.

This same unique situation, however, give rise to the difficult  task for  the Social-

Democratic parliamentary party of appearing not merely as the representative of  an

oppositional  party,  but  also  as  the  representative  of  a  revolutionary  class.  In  other

words, the task that arises is not merely to criticize the policy of the ruling classes from

the standpoint  of  the  people’s  present  interests,  that  is,  from the standpoint  of  the

existing society itself, but also to contrast existing society as its every move with the

socialist  ideal  of  society,  a ideal  which goes beyond the most progressive  bourgeois

policy.  And if  the people can convince themselves  at  each Reichstag debate of  how

much more intelligently,  more progressively,  economically  more advantageously  the

conditions in the present State would be arranged if the wishes and proposal of Social

Democracy were met each time, then the Reichstag debates should now convince them

more then ever how necessary it is to overthrow the whole order in order to realize

socialism.

Discussing the Italian election in an article in the latest issue of the Sozialistiche

Monatshefte, the leader of the Italian opportunists, Bissolati, writes, ‘In my opinion,

one  indication  of  the  backwardness  of  political  life  is  when  the  struggle  between

individual  parties  revolves  around  basic  tendencies  instead  of  around  individual

questions which originate in the reality of daily life and through which these tendencies

can be articulated.’ It is obvious that this typical opportunistic line of reasoning turns

the truth upside down. As Social Democracy develops and grows stronger, it becomes
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increasingly necessary, especially in parliament, that it is not submerged in individual

questions  of  daily  life  and thus  only  carries  on  political  opposition.  Instead,  Social

Democracy must stress ever more energetically its ‘basic tendency’: the endeavour to

seize political power with the help of the proletariat, for the purpose of achieving the

socialist revolution.

The more the fresh and bold agitation of Social Democracy resound in the Reichstag

in extreme dissonance to the trivial-insipid tone and the dull, business-like mediocrity

of all the bourgeois parties, advocating not only its minimal programme but also its

ultimate socialist goal, then the more will be the great masses’ respect for the Reichstag

increase. And the more secure will be the guarantee that the masses of the people will

not stand idly by and allow the reaction to snatch this tribune and the universal suffrage

from them.
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Rosa Luxemburg

I

An unprecedented task in the history of the socialist movement has fallen to the lot of

the Russian Social Democracy. It is the task of deciding on what is the best socialist

tactical policy in a country where absolute monarchy is still dominant. It is a mistake to

draw a rigid parallel between the present Russian situation and that which existed in

Germany during the years 1879-90, when Bismarck’s antisocialist laws were in force.

The  two  have  one  thing  in  common  –  police  rule.  Otherwise  they  are  in  no  way

comparable.

The obstacles offered to the socialist movement by the absence of democratic liberties

are  of  relatively  secondary  importance.  Even in Russia,  the  people’s  movement has

succeeded  in  overcoming  the  barriers  set  up  by  the  state.  The  people  have  found

themselves  a  “constitution”  (though  a  rather  precarious  one)  in  street  disorders.

Persevering in this course, the Russian people will in time attain complete victory over

the autocracy.

The principal difficulty faced by socialist activity in Russia results from the fact that

in that country the domination of the bourgeoisie is  veiled by absolutist  force.  This

gives socialist  propaganda an abstract character,  while immediate political  agitation

takes on a democratic-revolutionary guise.

Bismarck’s  antisocialist  laws put our movement out of  constitutional bounds in a

highly developed bourgeois society, where class antagonisms had already reached their

full bloom in parliamentary contests. (Here, by the way, lay the absurdity of Bismarck’s

scheme). The situation is quite different in Russia. The problem there is how to create a

Social Democratic movement at a time when the state is not yet in the hands of the

bourgeoisie.
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The circumstance  has  an  influence  on  agitation,  on  the  manner  of  transplanting

socialist  doctrine to Russian soil.  It  also  bears  in  a  peculiar  and direct  way on the

question of party organization.

Under  ordinary  conditions  –  that  is,  where  the  political  domination  of  the

bourgeoisie has preceded the socialist movement – the bourgeoisie itself instills in the

working  class  the  rudiments  of  political  solidarity.  At  this  stage,  declares  the

Communist Manifesto, the unification of the workers is not yet the result of their own

aspiration to unity but comes as a result of the activity of the bourgeoisie, “which, in

order to attain its own political ends, is compelled to set the proletariat in motion ...”

In Russia, however, the Social Democracy must make up by its own efforts an entire

historic period. It  must lead the Russian proletarians from their present “atomized”

condition, which prolongs the autocratic regime, to a class organization that would help

them to  become aware of  their  historic  objectives  and prepare  them to  struggle  to

achieve those objectives.

The Russian socialists are obliged to undertake the building of such an organization

without  the  benefit  of  the  formal  guarantees  commonly  found  under  a  bourgeois-

democratic  setup.  They  do  not  dispose  of  the  political  raw  material  that  in  other

countries is supplied by bourgeois society itself. Like God Almighty they must have this

organization arise out of the void, so to speak.

How  to  effect  a  transition  from  the  type  of  organization  characteristic  of  the

preparatory stage of the socialist movement – usually featured by disconnected local

groups and clubs,  with propaganda as a principal activity – to the unity of  a large,

national body, suitable for concerted political action over the entire vast territory ruled

by the Russian state? That is the specific problem which the Russian Social Democracy

has mulled over for some time.

Autonomy  and  isolation  are  the  most  pronounced  characteristics  of  the  old

organizational  type.  It  is,  therefore,  understandable  why the slogan of  persons who

want to see an inclusive national organization should be “Centralism!”

At  the  Party  Congress,  it  became  evident  that  the  term  “centralism”  does  not

completely cover the question of organization for the Russian Social Democracy. Once

again we have learned that no rigid formula can furnish the solution of any problem in

the social movement.

One Step Forward,  Two Steps Backward,  written  by  Lenin,  an  outstanding

member  of  the  Iskra  group,  is  a  methodical  exposition  of  the  ideas  of  the  ultra-

centralist  tendency  in  the  Russian  movement.  The  viewpoint  presented  with
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incomparable vigor and logic in this book, is that of pitiless centralism. Laid down as

principles are: 1. The necessity of selecting, and constituting as a separate corps, all the

active  revolutionists,  as  distinguished  from  the  unorganized,  though  revolutionary,

mass surrounding this elite.

Lenin’s  thesis  is  that  the  party  Central  Committee  should  have  the  privilege  of

naming all the local committees of the party. It should have the right to appoint the

effective organs of all  local  bodies from Geneva to Liege, from Tomsk to Irkutsk. It

should also have the right to impose on all of them its own ready-made rules of party

conduct.  It  should  have  the  right  to  rule  without  appeal  on  such  questions  as  the

dissolution and reconstitution of local organizations. This way, the Central Committee

could determine, to suit itself, the composition of the highest party organs. The Central

Committee would be the only thinking element in the party. All other groupings would

be its executive limbs.

Lenin  reasons  that  the  combination  of  the  socialist  mass  movement  with  such  a

rigorously  centralized  type  of  organization  is  a  specific  principle  of  revolutionary

Marxism. To support this thesis, he advances a series of arguments, with which we shall

deal below.

Generally speaking it is undeniable that a strong tendency toward centralization is

inherent in the Social Democratic movement. This tendency springs from the economic

makeup of capitalism which is essentially a centralizing factor. The Social Democratic

movement  carries  on  its  activity  inside  the  large  bourgeois  city.  Its  mission  is  to

represent,  within  the  boundaries  of  the  national  state,  the  class  interests  of  the

proletariat, and to oppose those common interests to all local and group interests.

Therefore, the Social Democracy is, as a rule, hostile to any manifestation of localism

or federalism. It strives to unite all workers and all worker organizations in a single

party, no matter what national, religious, or occupational differences may exist among

them. The Social Democracy abandons this principle and gives way to federalism only

under exceptional conditions, as in the case of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

It is clear that the Russian Social Democracy should not organize itself as a federative

conglomerate of  many national groups. It must rather become a single party for he

entire empire. However, that is not really the question considered here. What we are

considering is the degree of centralization necessary inside the unified, single Russian

party in view of the peculiar conditions under which it has to function.

Looking at the matter from the angle of the formal tasks of the Social Democracy, in

its capacity as a party of class struggle, it appears at first that the power and energy of

the party are directly dependent on the possibility of centralizing the party. However,
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these formal tasks apply to all active parties. In the case of the Social Democracy, they

are less important than is the influence of historic conditions.

The Social Democratic movement is the first in the history of class societies which

reckons, in all its phases and through its entire course, on the organization and the

direct, independent action of the masses.

Because of this, the Social Democracy creates an organizational type that is entirely

different from those common to earlier revolutionary movements, such as those of the

Jacobins and the adherents of Blanqui.

Lenin seems to slight this fact when he presents in his book (page 140) the opinion

that  the  revolutionary Social  Democrat  is  nothing else  than a  “Jacobin indissolubly

joined to the organization of the proletariat, which has become conscious of its class

interests.”

For Lenin, the difference between the Social Democracy and Blanquism is reduced to

the observation that in place of a handful of conspirators we have a class-conscious

proletariat. He forgets that this difference implies a complete revision of our ideas on

organization  and,  therefore,  an  entirely  different  conception  of  centralism  and  the

relations existing between the party and the struggle itself.

Blanquism did not count on the direct action of the working class. It, therefore, did

not need to organize the people for the revolution. The people were expected to play

their part only at the moment of revolution. Preparation for the revolution concerned

only the little group of revolutionists armed for the coup. Indeed, to assure the success

of  the  revolutionary  conspiracy,  it  was  considered  wiser  to  keep the  mass  at  some

distance  from  the  conspirators.  Such  a  relationship  could  be  conceived  by  the

Blanquists only because there was no close contact between the conspiratorial activity

of their organization and the daily struggle of the popular masses.

The tactics and concrete tasks of the Blanquist revolutionists had little connection

with the elementary class struggle. They were freely improvised. They could, therefore,

be decided on in advance and took the form of a ready-made plan. In consequence of

this, ordinary members of the organization became simple executive organs, carrying

out  the orders  of  a  will  fixed beforehand,  and outside  of  their  particular  sphere  of

activity. They became the instruments of a Central Committee. Here we have the second

peculiarity of conspiratorial centralism – the absolute and blind submission of the party

sections to the will of the center, and the extension of this authority to all parts of the

organization.

However,  Social  Democratic  activity  is  carried  on  under  radically  different
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conditions. It  arises historically  out of  the elementary class struggle.  It  spreads and

develops  in  accordance  with  the  following  dialectical  contradiction.  The  proletarian

army is recruited and becomes aware of its objectives in the course of the struggle itself.

The activity of the party organization, the growth of the proletarians’ awareness of the

objectives  of  the  struggle  and the  struggle  itself,  are  not  different  things  separated

chronologically and mechanically. They are only different aspects of the same struggle,

there do not  exist  for  the Social  Democracy detailed sets of  tactics which a Central

Committee can teach the party membership in the same way as troops are instructed in

their  training  camps.  Furthermore,  the  range  of  influence  of  the  socialist  party  is

constantly fluctuating with the ups and downs of the struggle in the course of which the

organization is created and grows.

For this  reason Social  Democratic  centralism cannot  be  based on the mechanical

subordination and blind obedience of the party membership to the leading party center.

For this reason, the Social Democratic movement cannot allow the erection of an air-

tight  partition between the class-conscious  nucleus  of  the proletariat  already in the

party and its immediate popular environment, the nonparty sections of the proletariat.

Now the two principles on which Lenin’s centralism rests are precisely these:

The blind subordination, in the smallest detail, of all party organs to the party

center which alone thinks, guides, and decides for all.

1. 

The rigorous separation of the organized nucleus of revolutionaries from its

social-revolutionary surroundings.

2. 

Such  centralism  is  a  mechanical  transposition  of  the  organizational  principles  of

Blanquism into the mass movement of the socialist working class.

In accordance with this view, Lenin defines his “revolutionary Social Democrat” as a

“Jacobin joined to the organization of the proletariat, which has become conscious of its

class interests.”

The  fact  is  that  the  Social  Democracy  is  not  joined  to  the  organization  of  the

proletariat. It is itself the proletariat. And because of this, Social Democratic centralism

is essentially different from Blanquist centralism. It can only be the concentrated will of

the individuals and groups representative of the working class. It is, so to speak, the

“self-centralism” of the advanced sectors of the proletariat. It is the rule of the majority

within its own party.

The indispensable conditions for the realization of Social Democratic centralism are:

The existence of a large contingent of workers educated in the class struggle.1. 

The possibility for the workers to develop their own political activity through2. 
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direct influence on public life, in a party press, and public congresses, etc.

These conditions are not yet fully formed in Russia. The first – a proletarian vanguard,

conscious of its class interests and capable of self-direction in political activity – is only

now emerging in Russia. All efforts of socialist agitation and organization should aim to

hasten the formation of such a vanguard. The second condition can be had only under a

regime of political liberty.

With  these  conclusions,  Lenin  disagrees  violently.  He  is  convinced  that  all  the

conditions necessary for the formation of a powerful and centralized party already exist

in Russia. He declares that, “it is no longer the proletarians but certain intellecutuals in

our party who need to be educated in the matters of organization and discipline,” (page

145). He glorifies the educative influence of the factory, which, he says, accustoms the

proletariat to “discipline and organization,” (page 147).

Saying all  this,  Lenin seems to demonstrate again that his  conception of socialist

organization is quite mechanistic. The discipline Lenin has in mind is being implanted

in the working class not only by the factory but also by the military and the existing

state bureaucracy – by the entire mechanism of the centralized bourgeois state.

We misuse words and we practice self-deception when we apply the same term –

discipline – to such dissimilar notions as: 1. the absence of thought and will in a body

with  a  thousand  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

organization of a class struggling for its emancipation?

The self-discipline  of  the  Social  Democracy  is  not  merely  the replacement  of  the

authority of bourgeois rulers with the authority of a socialist central committee. The

working class  will  acquire  the  sense  of  the  new discipline,  the  freely  assumed self-

discipline of the Social Democracy, not as a result of the discipline imposed on it by the

capitalist  state,  but  by  extirpating,  to  the  last  root,  its  old  habits  of  obedience  and

servility.

Centralism in the socialist  sense is  not an absolute thing applicable to any phase

whatsoever of the labor movement. It is a tendency, which becomes real in proportion

to the development and political training acquired by the working masses in the course

of their struggle.

No doubt, the absence of the conditions necessary for the complete realization of this

kind of centralism in the Russian movement presents a formidable obstacle.
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It is a mistake to believe that it is possible to substitute “provisionally” the absolute

power  of  a  Central  Committee  (acting  somehow  by  “tacit  delegation”)  for  the  yet

unrealizable rule of the majority of conscious workers in the party,  and in this way

replace the open control of the working masses over the party organs with the reverse

control by the Central Committee over the revolutionary proletariat.

The  history  of  the  Russian  labor  movement  suggests  the  doubtful  value  of  such

centralism. An all-powerful center, invested, as Lenin would have it, with the unlimited

right to control and intervene, would be an absurdity if its authority applied only to

technical  questions,  such  as  the  administration  of  funds,  the  distribution  of  tasks

among  propagandists  and  agitators,  the  transportation  and  circulation  of  printed

matter. The political purpose of an organ having such great powers only if those powers

apply to the elaboration of a uniform plan of action, if the central organ assumes the

initiative of a vast revolutionary act.

But what has been the experience of the Russian socialist movement up to now? The

most important and fruitful changes in its tactical policy during the last ten years have

not been the inventions of several leaders and even less so of any central organizational

organs. They have always been the spontaneous product of the movement in ferment.

This was true during the first stage of the proletarian movement in Russia, which began

with the spontaneous general strike of St. Petersburg in 1896, an event that marks the

inception of an epoch of economic struggle by the Russian working people. It was no

less  true  during  the  following  period,  introduced  by  the  spontaneous  street

demonstrations of St. Petersburg students in March, 1901. The general strike of Rostov-

on-Don,  in  1903,  marking  the  next  great  tactical  turn  in  the  Russian  proletarian

movement, was also a spontaneous act. “All by itself,” the strike expanded into political

demonstrations,  street  agitation,  great  outdoor meetings,  which the most  optimistic

revolutionist would not have dreamed of several years before.

Our cause made great gains in these events. However, the initiative and conscious

leadership of the Social Democratic organizations played an insignificant role in this

development. It is true that these organizations were not specifically prepared for such

happenings.  However,  the  unimportant  part  played  by  the  revolutionists  cannot  be

explained by this fact. Neither can it be attributed to the absence of an all-powerful

central party apparatus similar to what is asked for by Lenin. The existence of such a

guiding center would have probably increased the disorder of the local committees by

emphasizing  the  difference  between  the  eager  attack  of  the  mass  and  the  prudent

position  of  the  Social  Democracy.  The  same  phenomenon  –  the  insignificant  part

played by the initiative of central party organs in the elaboration of actual tactical policy

– can be observed today in Germany and other countries. In general, the tactical policy

of the Social Democracy is not something that may be “invented.” It is the product of a
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series  of  great  creative  acts  of  the  often spontaneous class  struggle  seeking its  way

forward.

The unconscious comes before the conscious. The logic of the historic process comes

before the subjective logic of the human beings who participate in the historic process.

The tendency is for the directing organs of the socialist party to play a conservative role.

Experience shows that every time the labor movement wins new terrain those organs

work it to the utmost. They transform it at the same time into a kind of bastion, which

holds up advance on a wider scale.

The  present  tactical  policy  of  the  German  Social  Democracy  has  won  universal

esteem because it is supple as well as firm. This is a sign of the fine adaptation of the

party, in the smallest detail of its everyday activity, to the conditions of a parliamentary

regime. The party has made a methodical study of all the resources of this terrain. It

knows how to utilize them without modifying its principles.

However, the very perfection of this adaptation is already closing vaster horizons to

our  party.  There  is  a  tendency  in  the  party  to  regard  parliamentary  tactics  as  the

immutable  and  specific  tactics  of  socialist  activity.  People  refuse,  for  example,  to

consider the possibility (posed by Parvus) of changing our tactical policy in case general

suffrage is abolished in Germany, an eventuality not considered entirely improbable by

the German Social Democracy.

Such inertia is due, in a large degree, to the fact that it is very inconvenient to define,

within  the  vacuum of  abstract  hypotheses,  the  lines  and  forms  of  still  nonexistent

political situations. Evidently, the important thing for the Social Democracy is not the

preparation  of  a  set  of  directives  all  ready  for  future  policy.  It  is  important:  1.  to

encourage a correct historic appreciation of the forms of struggle corresponding to the

given situations, and 2. to maintain an understanding of the relativity of the current

phase and the inevitable increase  of  revolutionary  tension as the final  goal  of  class

struggle is approached.

Granting, as Lenin wants, such absolute powers of a negative character to the top

organ of the party, we strengthen, to a dangerous extent, the conservatism inherent in

such an organ. If the tactics of the socialist party are not to be the creation of a Central

Committee but of the whole party, or, still better, of the whole labor movement, then it

is clear that the party sections and federations need the liberty of action which alone

will permit them to develop their revolutionary initiative and to utilize all the resources

of the situation. 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
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the movement rather than to develop it, to bind rather than to unify it.

In  the  present  situation,  such  an  experiment  would  be  doubly  dangerous  to  the

Russian Social Democracy. It stands on the eve of decisive battles against tsarism. It is

about to enter, or has already entered, on a period of intensified creative activity, during

which it will broaden (as is usual in a revolutionary period) its sphere of influence and

will advance spontaneously by leaps and bounds. To attempt to bind the initiative of the

party at  this  moment,  to surround it with a network of  barbed wire, is  to render it

incapable of accomplishing the tremendous task of the hour.

The general ideas we have presented on the question of socialist centralism are not by

themselves sufficient for the formulation of a constitutional plan suiting the Russian

party.  In  the  final  instance,  a  statute  of  this  kind  can  only  be  determined  by  the

conditions under which the activity of the organization takes place in a given epoch.

The question  of  the  moment  in  Russia  is  how to  set  in  motion  a  large  proletarian

organization. No constitutional project can claim infallibility. It must prove itself in fire.

But from our general conception of the nature of Social Democratic organization, we

feel justified in deducing that its spirit requires – especially at the inception of the mass

party – the co-ordination and unification of the movement and not its rigid submission

to a set of regulations. If the party possesses the gift of political mobility, complemented

by unflinching loyalty to principles and concern for unity, we can rest assured that any

defects in the party constitution will be corrected in practice. For us, it is not the letter,

but the living spirit carried into the organization by the membership that decides the

value of this or that organizational form.

Next: Section II
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Rosa Luxemburg

II

So far we have examined the problem of centralism from the viewpoint of the general

principles  of  the  Social  Democracy,  and  to  some  extent,  in  the  light  of  conditions

peculiar to Russia. However, the military ultra-centralism cried up by Lenin and his

friends is not the product of accidental differences of opinion. It is said to be related to a

campaign against opportunism which Lenin has carried to the smallest organizational

detail.

“It  is important,” says Lenin (page 52),  “to forge a more or less effective weapon

against  opportunism.”  He  believes  that  opportunism  springs  specifically  from  the

characteristic leaning of intellectuals to decentralization and disorganization, from their

aversion for strict discipline and “bureaucracy,” which is, however, necessary for the

functioning of the party.

Lenin says that intellectuals remain individualists and tend to anarchism even 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  a  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. “To oppose bureaucracy to democracy,” writes Lenin,

“is to contrast the organizational principle of  revolutionary Social Democracy to the

methods of opportunistic organization,” (page 151).

He declares that a similar conflict between centralizing and autonomist tendencies is

taking place in all countries where reformism and revolutionary socialism meet face to

face. He points in particular to the recent controversy in the German Social Democracy

on the question of the degree of freedom of action to be allowed by the Party to socialist
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representatives in legislative assemblies.

Let us examine the parallels drawn by Lenin.

First,  it  is important to point out that the glorification of  the supposed genius of

proletarians in the matter of socialist organization and a general distrust of intellectuals

as such are not necessarily signs of “revolutionary Marxist” mentality. It is very easy to

demonstrate that such arguments are themselves an expression of opportunism.

Antagonism  between  purely  proletarian  elements  and  the  nonproletarian

intellectuals in the labor movement is raised as an ideological issue by the following

trends: the semianarchism of the French syndicalists, whose watchword is “Beware of

the politician!”; English trade-unionism, full of mistrust of the “socialist visionaries”;

and, if our information is correct, the “pure economism,” represented a short while ago

within the Russian Social Democracy by Rabochaya Mysl (Labor Thought), which

was printed secretly in St. Petersburg.

In  most  socialist  parties  in  Western  Europe  there  is  undoubtedly  a  connection

between  opportunism  and  the  “intellectuals,”  as  well  as  between  opportunism  and

decentralizing tendencies within the labor movement.

But nothing is more contrary to the historic-dialectic method of Marxist thought than

to separate social phenomena from their historic soil and to present these phenomena

as abstract formulas having an absolute, general application.

Reasoning abstractly, we may say that the “intellectual,” a social element which has

emerged out  of  the  bourgeoisie  and is  therefore  alien to  the  proletariat,  enters  the

socialist movement not because of his natural class inclinations but in spite of them.

For this reason, he is more liable to opportunist aberrations than the proletarian. The

latter, we say, can be expected to find a definite revolutionary point of support in his

class interests as long as he does not leave his original environment, the laboring mass.

But  the  concrete  form  assumed  by  this  inclination  of  the  intellectual  toward

opportunism and,  above  all,  the  manner  in  which  this  tendency  expresses  itself  in

organizational questions depend every time on his given social milieu.

Bourgeois parliamentarism is the definite social base of the phenomenon observed by

Lenin in the German, French, and Italian socialist movements. This parliamentarism is

the  breeding  place  of  all  opportunist  tendencies  now  existing  in  Western  Social

Democracy.

The kind of parliamentarism we now have in France, Italy, and Germany provides the

soil for such illusions of current opportunism as overvaluation of social reforms, class
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and party collaboration, the hope of pacific development towards socialism etc. It does

so  by  placing  intellectuals,  acting  in  the  capacity  of  parliamentarians,  above  the

proletariat  and  by  separating  intellectuals  from  proletarians  inside  the  socialist

movement itself. With the growth of the labor movement, parliamentarism becomes a

springboard for political careerists. That is why so many ambitious failures from the

bourgeoisie flock to the banners of socialist parties. Another source of contemporary

opportunism  is  the  considerable  material  means  and  influence  of  the  large  Social

Democratic organizations.

The party acts as a bulwark protecting the class movement against digressions in the

direction  of  more  bourgeois  parliamentarism.  To  triumph,  these  tendencies  must

destroy  the  bulwark.  They  must  dissolve  the  active,  class-conscious  sector  of  the

proletariat in the amorphous mass of an “electorate.”

That  is  how  the  “autonomist”  and  decentralizing  tendencies  arise  in  our  Social

Democratic parties. We notice that these tendencies suit definite political ends. They

cannot be explained, as Lenin attempts, by referring to the intellectual’s psychology, to

his  supposedly  innate  instability  of  character.  They  can  only  be  explained  by

considering the needs of the bourgeois parliamentary politician, that is, by opportunist

politics.

The situation is quite different in tsarist Russia. Opportunism in the Russian labor

movement is, generally speaking, not the by-product of Social Democratic strength or

of  the decomposition of  the  bourgeoisie.  It  is  the product  of  the backward political

condition of Russian society.

The milieu where intellectuals are recruited for socialism in Russia is much more

declassed and by far less bourgeois than in Western Europe. Added to the immaturity

of  the  Russian  proletarian  movement,  this  circumstance  is  an  influence  for  wide

theoretic wandering, which ranges from the complete negation of the political aspect of

the labor movement to the unqualified belief in the effectiveness of isolated terrorist

acts, or even total political indifference sought in the swamps of liberalism and Kantian

idealism.

However, the intellectual within the Russian Social Democratic movement can only

be attracted to an act of  disorganization. It  is  contrary to the general  outlook of  he

Russian intellectual’s milieu. There is no bourgeois parliament in Russia to favor this

tendency.

The Western intellectual who professes  at  this  moment the “cult  of  the  ego”  and

colors even his socialist yearnings with an aristocratic morale, is not the representative

of the bourgeois intelligentsia “in general.” He represents only a certain phase of social
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development. He is the product of bourgeois decadence.

The  Narodniki  (“Populists”)  of  1875  called  on  the  Russian  intelligentsia  to  lose

themselves in the peasant mass. The ultra-civilized followers of Tolstoi speak today of

escape to the life of the “simple folk.” Similarly, the partisans of “pure economism” in

the Russian Social  Democracy want us to bow down before the “calloused hand” of

labor.

If instead of mechanically applying to Russia formulae elaborated in Western Europe,

we  approach  the  problem  of  organization  from  the  angle  of  conditions  specific  to

Russia, we arrive at conclusions that are diametrically opposed to Lenin’s.

To  attribute  to  opportunism  an  invariable  preference  for  a  definite  form  of

organization, that is, decentralization, is to miss the essence of opportunism.

On the question of organization, or any other question, opportunism knows only one

principle: the absence of principle. Opportunism chooses its means of action with the

aim of suiting the given circumstances at hand, provided these means appear to lead

toward the ends in view.

If, like Lenin, we define opportunism as the tendency that paralyzes the independent

revolutionary movement of the working class and transforms it into an instrument of

ambitious bourgeois intellectuals, we must also recognize that in the initial stage of a

labor movement this end is more easily attained as a result of rigorous centralization

rather than by decentralization. It is by extreme centralization that a young, uneducated

proletarian movement can be most completely handed over to the intellectual leaders

staffing a Central Committee.

Also in Germany, at the start of  the Social Democratic movement, and before the

emergence of a solid nucleus of conscious proletarians and a tactical policy based on

experience,  partisans  of  the  two opposite  types  of  organization faced  each  other  in

argument. The “General Association of German Workers,” founded by Lasalle, stood for

extreme centralization.  [Allgemeine  Deutsche  Arbeiterverein,  organized  on  May  23,  1863  –  Ed]  The  principle  of

autonomism was supported by the party which was organized at the Eisenach Congress

with the collaboration of W. Liebknecht and A. Bebel.

The  tactical  policy  of  the  “Eisenachers”  was  quite  confused.  Yet  they  contributed

vastly more to the awakening of class-consciousness of the German masses than the

Lassalleans. Very early the workers played a preponderant role in that party (as was

demonstrated by the number of worker publications in the provinces), and there was a

rapid extension of the range of the movement. At the same time, the Lassalleans, in

spite of all their experiments with “dictators,” led their faithful from one misadventure
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to another.

In  general,  it  is  rigorous,  despotic  centralism  that  is  preferred  by  opportunist

intellectuals at a time when the revolutionary elements among the workers still  lack

cohesion and the movement is groping its way, as is the case now in Russia. In a later

phase, under a parliamentary regime and in connection with a strong labor party, the

opportunist tendencies of the intellectuals express themselves in an inclination toward

“decentralization.”

If we assume the viewpoint claimed as his own by Lenin and we fear the influence of

intellectuals in the proletarian movement, we can conceive of no greater danger to the

Russian party than Lenin’s plan of organization. Nothing will more surely enslave a

young  labor  movement  to  an  intellectual  elite  hungry  for  power  than  this

bureaucratic straightjacket, which will immobilize the movement and turn it into

an automaton manipulated by a Central Committee. On the other hand there is no

more effective guarantee against opportunist intrigue and personal ambition than the

independent revolutionary action of the proletariat, as a result of which the workers

acquire the sense of political responsibility and self-reliance.

What  is  today  only  a  phantom haunting  Lenin’s  imagination may become reality

tomorrow.

Let us not forget that the revolution soon to break out in Russia will be a bourgeois

and not a proletarian revolution. This modifies radically all the conditions of socialist

struggle.  The Russian intellectuals,  too,  will  rapidly  become imbued with bourgeois

ideology. The Social Democracy is at present the only guide of the Russian proletariat.

But  on the day after  the  revolution,  we shall  see  the bourgeoisie and above all  the

bourgeois masses as a steppingstone to their domination.

The game of bourgeois demagogues will be made easier if at the present stage, the

spontaneous  action,  initiative,  and  political  sense  of  the  advanced  sections  of  the

working class are hindered in their development and restricted by the protectorate of

an authoritarian Central Committee.

More  important  is  the  fundamental  falseness  of  the  idea  underlying  the  plan  of

unqualified centralism – the idea that the road to opportunism can be barred by means

of clauses in the party constitution.

Impressed  by  recent  happenings  in  the  socialist  parties  of  France,  Italy,  and

Germany,  the  Russian  Social  Democrats  tend  to  regard  opportunism  as  an  alien

ingredient,  brought  into  the  labor  movement  by  representatives  of  bourgeois

democracy. If that were so, no penalties provided by a party constitution could stop this
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intrusion. This afflux of nonproletarian recruits to the party of the proletariat is the

effect of profound social causes, such as the economic collapse of the petty bourgeoisie,

the bankruptcy of bourgeois liberalism, and the degeneration of bourgeois democracy.

It  is  naïve  to  hope  to  stop  this  current  by  means  of  a  formula  written  down in  a

constitution.

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

paragraph.  It  is  furthermore  untrue  that  to  repel  the  elements  pushed  toward  the

socialist  movement by the decomposition of  bourgeois  society  means to  defend the

interests  of  the  working  class.  The  Social  Democracy  has  always  contended  that  it

represents  not  only  the  class  interests  of  the  proletariat  but  also  the  progressive

aspirations of the whole of contemporary society. It represents the interests of all who

are oppressed by bourgeois domination. This must not be understood merely in the

sense that all  these interests are ideally contained in the socialist program. Historic

evolution translates the given proposition into reality. In its capacity as a political party,

the Social Democracy becomes the haven of all discontented elements in our society

and thus of the entire people, as contrasted to the tiny minority of capitalist masters.

But socialists must always know how to subordinate the anguish, rancor, and hope of

this motley aggregation to the supreme goal of the working class. The Social Democracy

must  enclose  the  tumult  of  the  nonproletarian  protestants  against  existing  society

within bounds  of  the  revolutionary  action of  the  proletariat.  It  must  assimilate  the

elements that come to it.

This is only possible if  the Social  Democracy already contains a strong, politically

educated  proletarian  nucleus  class  conscious  enough  to  be  able,  as  up  to  now  in

Germany, to pull along in its tow the declassed and petty bourgeois elements that join

the  party.  In  that  case,  greater  strictness  in  the  application  of  the  principle  of

centralization and more severe discipline, specifically formulated in party bylaws, may

be an effective safeguard against the opportunist danger. That is how the revolutionary

socialist  movement  in  France  defended  itself  against  the  Jauresist  confusion.  A

modification  of  the  constitution  at  the  German Social  Democracy  in  that  direction

would be a very timely measure.

But even here we should not think of  the party constitution as a weapon that is,

somehow, self-sufficient. It can be at most a coercive instrument enforcing the will of

the proletarian majority in the party.  If  this  majority is lacking, then the most dire

sanctions on paper will be of no avail.

However, the influx of bourgeois elements into the party is far from being the only
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cause  of  the  opportunist  trends  that  are  now  raising  their  heads  in  the  Social

Democracy. Another cause is the very nature of socialist activity and the contradictions

inherent in it.

The international movement of the proletariat toward its complete emancipation is a

process peculiar in the following respect. For the first time in the history of civilization,

the people are expressing their will consciously and in opposition to all ruling classes.

But this will can only be satisfied beyond the limits of the existing system.

Now the mass can only acquire and strengthen this will in the course of day-to-day

struggle against the existing social order – that is, within the limits of capitalist society.

On the one hand, we have the mass; on the other, its historic goal, located outside of

existing society. On one had, we have the day-to-day struggle; on the other, the social

revolution. Such are the terms of the dialectic contradiction through which the socialist

movement makes its way.

It follows that this movement can best advance by tacking betwixt and between the

two dangers  by which it  is  constantly  being threatened.  One is  the loss of  its  mass

character; the other, the abandonment of its goal. One is the danger of sinking back to

the condition of a sect; the other, the danger of becoming a movement of bourgeois

social reform.

That is why it is illusory, and contrary to historic experience, to hope to fix, once and

for always, the direction of the revolutionary socialist struggle with the aid of formal

means, which are expected to secure the labor movement against all  possibilities of

opportunist digression.

Marxist theory offers us a reliable instrument enabling us to recognize and combat

typical  manifestations  of  opportunism.  But  the  socialist  movement  is  a  mass

movement. Its perils are not the product of the insidious machinations of individuals

and  groups.  They  arise  out  of  unavoidable  social  conditions.  We  cannot  secure

ourselves in advance against all possibilities of opportunist deviation. Such dangers can

be overcome only by the movement itself – certainly with the aid of Marxist theory, but

only after the dangers in question have taken tangible form in practice.

Looked at from this angle, opportunism appears to be a product and an inevitable

phase of the historic development of the labor movement.

The Russian Social Democracy arose a short while ago. The political conditions under

which the proletarian movement is developing in Russia are quite abnormal. In that

country,  opportunism  is  to  a  large  extent  a  by-product  of  the  groping  and
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experimentation of socialist activity seeking to advance over a terrain that resembles no

other in Europe.

In view of this, we find most astonishing the claim that it is possible to avoid any

possibility of opportunism in the Russian movement by writing down certain words,

instead of others, in the party constitution. Such an attempt to exercise opportunism

by means of a scrap of paper may turn out to be extremely harmful – not to

opportunism but to the socialist movement.

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 (and that is certainly of great importance) against the existing social order. The

proposed means turn against the end they are supposed to serve.

In Lenin’s  overanxious desire  to establish the guardianship of  an omniscient  and

omnipotent Central Committee in order to protect so promising and vigorous a labor

movement against any misstep, we recognize the symptoms of the same subjectivism

that has already played more than one trick on socialist thinking in Russia.

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, in the name of a nonexistent Will

of the People, it seats itself on a kind of throne and proclaims it is all-powerful. [The reference

is to the conspiratorial circle which attacked tsarism from 1879 to 1883 by means of terrorist acts and finally assassinated Alexander II. – Ed.] But the

“object” proves to be the stronger. The knout is triumphant, for tsarist might seems to

be the “legitimate” expression of history.

In time we see appear on the scene and 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 in 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 of His Excellency the Central Committee of the Social Democratic Party of Russia.

The nimble acrobat fails to perceive that the only “subject” which merits today the

role of director is the collective “ego” of the working class. The working class demands

the right to make its mistakes and learn 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
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Habent sue fate libelli! as the saying goes, and a fitting epigraph indeed to the present

volume, a collection of articles on the Polish question that have appeared, written by

various authors, in different journals, in different years, and in different languages. The

book, in fact, contains a sampling of the intellectual history of Polish Socialism, and

provides  us  with  a  conspectus  of  a  truly  unique  phenomenon,  namely,  the  lengthy

debate that took place in the international press around the political program of Polish

Socialists, in particular around the International Socialist Congress in London in 1896.

It was no mere coincidence that the internal affairs of Polish Socialists were brought

into  the  European forum and placed  before  the tribunal  of  international  socialism.

Indeed,  the exchange of  opinion over the tactics of  the  labor parties in the various

countries has become more and more the custom of late in the Socialist International.

The history of Jaurèsism[2]  or the general  strike of  the Belgian Labor Party in April
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1902[3] – certainly illustrate the point; each provoked a lively discussion in the German,

Dutch, and Russian press – and elsewhere as well.

In particular, the opportunist tendency, which reared its head throughout the entire

international movement a few years ago, taking everywhere almost identical forms and

provoking almost identical counterblasts from the revolutionary flank, gave rise to a

curious confraternity among like-minded groups in different  countries.  Thus its  net

effect was actually to tighten international bonds, despite its inherent tendency to foster

national  and  local  parochialism  and  fragment  the  socialist  movement.  But  Polish

Socialism occupies – or at any rate once occupied – a unique position in its relation to

international socialism, a position which can be traced directly to the Polish national

question.

That the Polish insurrections should have aroused the warmest sympathies among

European democrats need hardly cause surprise.  But it  was political  interests – not

merely the bonds of sympathy – that tied the Polish question to the cause of democracy

in the West. From the time that Russian tsardom entered internal European politics,

acting, through the Holy Alliance, as the gendarme of international reaction, democrats

in France, and especially in Germany, have had to regard it as an actively hostile force

which had to be effectively neutralized if a European revolution was to succeed. Yet

within Russia itself, within the Russian society, no revolutionary signs were yet visible.

The first manifestations along these lines – the Decembrist movement at the beginning

of the nineteenth century,[4]  and the attempted assassination by Karakozov[5]  in  the

middle of the century – as well as other events occurring later, seemed to have erupted

only to illuminate the black night of tsardom’s unbending barbarism with a momentary

ray of hope. It is quite understandable, then, that in the eyes of the West, the armed

Polish  insurrections  appeared  to  be  the  only  revolutionary  force  at  hand;  but  even

beyond  that,  they  served  the  function  of  keeping  the  forces  of  Russian  absolutism

occupied, and thus safeguarding the cause of democratic revolution in the West.

Thus the viewpoint of German democracy toward Russia and Poland evolved quite

naturally, and Karl Marx, in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, was its radical and most

consistent representative. The idea of a declaration of war against Russia, together with

a call to insurrection in Poland, constituted the core of Marx’s foreign policy during the

March revolution. Marx, who belonged to the most radical left wing of the revolutionary

democracy of the time, swung boldly from defensive to offensive tactics in this question

as well: rather than postponing a clash with tsardom until such time as it should decide

to intervene in Germany, he chose to challenge absolutism from the outset by carrying

the torch of war and revolution into Russia itself.

What prospects this tactic actually had for success, or the extent to which it had any
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basis  in  reality,  need  not  occupy  us  here.  For  the  present,  our  only  concern  is  to

establish  that  in  these  circumstances,  and  in  them  alone,  lies  the  basis  for  the

traditional views on the Polish question that international socialism was later to inherit.

Not  socialist  theory  or  tactics,  but  the  burning  political  exigencies  of  German

democracy at the time – the practical interests of the bourgeois revolution in Western

Europe – determined the viewpoint that Marx, and later Engels, adopted with respect

to Russia and Poland.[6] Even at first glance this standpoint reveals its glaring lack of

inner relation to the social theory of Marxism. By failing to analyze Poland and Russia

as  class  societies  bearing  economic and political  contradictions  in  their  bosoms,  by

viewing them not from the point of view of historical development but as if they were in

a  fixed,  absolute  condition  as  homogeneous,  undifferentiated  units,  this  view  ran

counter to the very essence of Marxism.

To Western democracy at that time Poland was the land of insurgents and Russia the

land of reaction – nothing more. Neither the social circumstances, the economic basis,

nor the political content of the Polish insurrections had any real existence for either

German Socialists or bourgeois democrats,  or at  least they were accorded very little

importance: so little, in fact, that as late as 1875, in his reply to Tkacev,[7] in the journal

Volkstaat,  Engels  begins  his  enumeration  of  the  factors  undermining  Russian

absolutism thus: “First come the Poles. “[8]

But  in  point  of  fact,  when  Engels  wrote  these  words  “the  Poles.”  i.e.,  that

undifferentiated  nation  whose  sole  concern  was  presumably  the  struggle  for

independence, had long ceased to exist – if indeed they had ever existed. For at just this

time Poland was experiencing the greatest orgies of “organic labor,” the frantic dance of

capitalism  and  capitalist  enrichment  over  the  graves  of  the  Polish  nationalist

movements  and the Polish nobility,  by  then a  thing  of  the  past.  Shortly  thereafter,

history was to provide graphic proof that  Poland had ceased to be the land of “the

Poles” and had become a fully modern bourgeois society, rent by class contradictions

and class struggle: only two or three years after Engels wrote these words, the Socialist

movement was to make its first entry onto the stage of Polish history.

For  a  long  time,  these  traditional  views  on  Poland  lay  dormant  in  international

socialism. After the last insurrection, the trumpet blasts of national struggle died away.

Polish capitalists no longer drew the attention of all of Europe by the clatter of their

arms. The bourgeois cry, “enrichissez-vous,” requires universal peace and tranquillity;

like the violet, it prefers to hide itself away among the shadows, and shies from nothing

so much as from the envious eyes of its neighbors. And Polish Socialists, for their part,

far from striving to link their politics with the traditions of rebellion at the outset, did,

in fact, just the opposite: from the start they took up a fully conscious and determined
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stand against these traditions in Polish society, and what is more, abstained from any

reliance on them even within the ranks of international socialism itself. Indeed, the first

serious Socialist organization in Poland – the “Proletariat” Party – made its opposition

to the nationalist movements and its sharp criticism of them the keystone of its class

position.[9]  The founders and theoretical  leaders of the Proletariat Party were by no

means unfamiliar with Marx’s and Engels’  opinions on the Polish question, yet they

were not in the least confused by them; on the contrary, they regarded them merely as

the outworn vestige of  old views that had been based on an ignorance of  the social

content of the nationalist movements within Poland and of the social changes that had

taken  place  within  the  country  since  the  last  insurrection.  When  the  group,

Równosć,[10] i.e.,  Ludwik  Waryński,  Stanislav  Mendelson,  Szymon  Dickstein,  and

their comrades called an international meeting in Geneva in November 1880, on the

fiftieth anniversary of the November insurrection to make clear once and for all their

emphatically  anti-nationalist  position,  among the various letters and telegrams they

received was also one from Marx and Engels which tersely summed up the historical

relationship between the slogan of Polish independence and the revolution in the West:

The cry “Let Poland live!” which then resounded throughout Western Europe was not only

an expression of sympathy and support for the patriotic fighters who had been crushed by

brute force – this cry greeted the people all of whose revolts, in themselves so disastrous,

always held back the advance of  counter-revolution: the people,  whose best sons never

ceased to  carry out  armed resistance and always fought under  the  flag  of  the  people’s

revolutions. On the other hand the partition of Poland consolidated the Holy Alliance, that

mask for the hegemony of the Tsars over all European countries. Thus the cry “Let Poland

live!” in and of itself meant: “Death to the Holy Alliance, death to the military despotisms

of Russia, Prussia, Austria, death to the Mongolian supremacy over contemporary society.”

The letter ends with the words:

The Poles therefore played outside the borders of their country a great role in the battle for

the freeing of the proletariat: they were its best international fighters. To-day, since this

battle is developing among the Polish people themselves, the propaganda and press of the

revolutionary movement may support it, may join with the efforts of our Russian brothers;

that will be one more reason for reviving the old cry: “Let Poland live!”[11]

In his  wide-ranging address to the meeting,  Ludwik Waryński  said the following in

reply to this letter:

The Triple Alliance had its adversary in the International, which had called all working

people to struggle under a common banner, the banner of international revolution. But not

feeling itself in possession of enough forces to meet the reaction head-on, the International

did not  trouble  itself  to subsume the Polish question under  a general  program for the

liberation of the proletariat. It was thought that the Polish revolutionary patriots were the

only organized force in the Russian empire that could check the tsar’s efforts to intervene

in Europe in support of reaction. For a long time, our part in the international movement
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was reduced to this. Even the authors of The Communist Manifesto  linked their

immortal rallying cry: “Proletarians of all countries unite,” with another that was

attractive  even  to  the  bourgeoisie  and the privileged classes  in  general:  the  cry

“Long  live  Poland!”  This  regard  and  sympathy  for  Poland,  the  Poland  of  the

exploiters and the exploited, demonstrates that previous political expediencies have

still today retained their force in the eyes of its defenders. But the relevance of these

earlier  interests  is  gradually  diminishing,  and we may hope  that  they  will  soon be

forgotten.

Waryński was wrong. The Polish traditions were, indeed, forgotten for a time in the

international  socialist  movement;  but  they  did  not  disappear  –  even  though  the

historical  conditions which had originally  given rise to them had changed radically.

Even ideology bears the stamp of conservatism, and the ideology of the working-class

movement – even granting the thoroughly revolutionary spirit of its world view – is no

exception  to  this  rule.  In  its  positions  and attitudes  on particular  questions  it  lags

considerably behind actual developments, to which it must from time to time readjust

through a process of radical revision. But the Social Democracy is a party of political

struggle, not of philosophical inquiry for the attainment of abstract truths. Hence, it

takes up the revision of its old, out-of-date views only when the tangible interests of the

working-class movement make such a revision necessary. Traditional views thus often

lie for a long time uncontested in the treasure chest of Social Democracy, though the

circumstances to which they were attuned may have long since disappeared from the

scene. It is only when new developments cause the emergence of new vital needs for the

movement which stand in flagrant contradiction with these musty old traditions, and

collide with them, that political opinion drags them into the light for a thorough critical

review.

That  is  what  happened  with  Socialists’  traditional  views  on  the  Polish  question.

Though they had been preserved in spirit, practical politics provided them no chance

for public airing. There were no Polish national movements that might have given them

a  new  breath  of  life,  and  the  Polish  Socialists  had,  as  we  have  seen,  avoided  the

embarrassment of  these old ideas by simply ignoring them and pursuing a strongly

anti-nationalist policy without asking anybody’s permission.

But  the entry  of  the  social-patriotic  tendency,  represented by  the Polish Socialist

Party,  onto  the  scene  in  1893  changed  all  that.[12]  True,  there  had  been  previous

attempts to link the Polish Socialist movement with a programmatic demand for the

restoration of  Poland for example, by the group, Lud Polski,  in 1881, or the group,

Pobudka,[13] in 1889, both under the aegis of B. Limanowski.[14] But both of these two

ephemeral  groups  felt  themselves  so  deeply  isolated  from  the  mainstream  of

international socialism that they made not the slightest effort to link up  their views

with the Marxist traditions – especially as their program was quite explicitly based not

Rosa Luxemburg: The Polish Question and the Socialist Movement (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/misc/polish-question.htm

5 of 28 9/20/2018, 9:22 PM



on  the  theory  of  modern  socialism,  but  on  a  peculiar  brand  of  sentimental  and

metaphysical phraseology.

The Polish Socialist Party was the first to attempt to revive and renovate the dormant

legacy of Marx’s 1848 position, and indeed it was quite ambitious in the undertaking.

An entire system was created and set into motion to reclaim, so to speak, the old Polish

traditions  drifting  about  among  socialists  in  Western  Europe.  The  present  volume

contains several examples, in particular the article by Herr Hacker from Cracow.[15]

This system relied – as one of our comrades aptly put it – on the collecting of “vouchers

for the restoration of Poland” from all the luminaries of Western European socialism,

vouchers that were obtained by convincing the French, English, Italian, German, etc.

Socialists – the letter by Antonio Labriola is a good case in point – that “the whole of

Polish socialism wants” the restoration of  Poland,  and then soliciting from them in

advance a show of sympathy for this undertaking. Confronted in this manner by a fait

accompli, and having no reason to rack their brains unbidden over the rationality or

irrationality of the program of some foreign party, with whose language and terms of

combat  they  were unfamiliar,  the  Western socialists  of  course  granted the solicited

voucher, wrote the requested letters or essays without too much reflection, and said a

few words here and there at an occasional meeting – which of course was precisely why

they had been invited.

Thus,  the  diligently  accumulated  endorsements  by  prominent  figures  of  the

international  working-class  movement  became ritualized  into  an endlessly  repeated

litany for social patriotism in the literature of this tendency during the years 1895 to

1896  in  the  special  May  edition  for  1896,  in  essays  in  Przedświt,[16]  in  Gazeta

Robotnicza,  etc.,  Marx,  Engels,  Liebknecht,  Bebel,  Kautsky,  Bernstein,  Guesde,

Labriola,  Hyndman,  Eleanor  Marx  Aveling,  Moteler,  Lessner,  and  so  on,  were

incessantly cited as enthusiastic supporters of the restoration of Poland; at the same

time, no opportunity was missed to rekindle the old traditions iii the Western European

press.

This unprecedented phenomenon was not the work of chance, nor was it merely the

product  of  bad  taste  on  the  part  of  the  custodians  of  social  patriotism.  When this

tendency first surfaced in the Polish labor movement in 1893 and 1894 it met with an

extremely hostile reception. Given the radical anti-nationalism with which Równosć

and Przedświt had shaped political opinion in Polish Socialist circles for fifteen years,

in  the  spirit  of  the  old  Proletariat  Party,  this  abrupt  about-face  entailed  by  the

programmatic  demand  for  the  restoration  of  Poland  was  greeted  with  the  greatest

hostility.

From the anti-nationalist  perspective long inculcated by the Proletariat  Party,  the
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espousal  of  patriotism,  with  its  indulgent  nostalgia  for  the  old  watchwords  of  the

rebellions of the Polish nobility, could be viewed as nothing less than a betrayal of the

socialist  banner and of the class struggle.  To overcome this  hostile  atmosphere and

these firmly rooted traditions of the Proletariat Party, an artful argument, based on the

class  standpoint  of  the  socialist  movement,  had  to  be  found  to  justify  these  new

nationalistic  demands.  But  King Solomon himself  could not  have provided such an

argument; for, as the saying goes, ”où il n’y a rien, le roi perd ses droits”:  social

patriotism simply could not  be justified. The notorious bit of sophistry that was hit

upon to make this “workers’ “ program more palatable, namely, that the constitution of

an  independent  Poland  would  surely  be  more  “democratic”  than  any  Russian

constitution which might follow after the fall of the tsardom, obviously satisfied only

the modest intellectual needs of third- and fourth-rate sympathizers. Accordingly, the

simplest way out of these difficulties was through a direct appeal to the traditions of

international  socialism,  by  calling  upon  the  names  of  Marx  and  Engels  and  other

prominent socialists who succeeded them. A long list of big names in the high court of

socialism was made to serve in default of any sound argument in support of the social

patriotic program. In this way, the restoration of Poland lost its stigma as the betrayal

of socialism – after all, the most accomplished theoreticians and practitioners of the

European movement had come out in support of this slogan – and the Polish Socialist

Party’s program had obtained the direct sanction of Marxism – hadn’t “Marx himself”

attested to its correctness? From this point on, all doubts, misgivings, or aversions in

Polish socialist circles with regard to this about-face toward social patriotism were set

to  rest  by  reciting  over  again  the  litany:  Marx,  Engels,  Liebknecht,  Bebel,  Eleanor

Aveling,  Labriola,  etc.,  or  perhaps  even  the  other  way  around:  Labriola,  Bebel,

Liebknecht, Engels, Marx, and so on.

A moment’s reflection is enough to convince one that such a solution to the problem

rested upon an utterly primitive, double deception. Socialists abroad were misled into

believing that the entire Polish labor movement regarded the restoration of Poland as

their programmatic demand, a demand no longer even subject to question, and on this

basis expressed their support of it. And Polish Socialists were, in their turn, beguiled by

all these proclamations of sympathy from socialists abroad into assuming, also falsely,

that  the  entire  international  socialist  movement  urgently  required  that  they  stand

actively behind the restoration of Poland. Thus, in both quarters, this policy of social

patriotism maintained itself only by stifling any critical appraisal, and rested solely on

the  force  of  authority  –  in  Europe,  on  the  authority  of  the  entire  Polish  labor

movement, and in Poland itself, on the prestigious names of Marx, Engels, etc.

As we have seen, the authority of Marx himself on this question, even while he was

still  alive,  had no great influence on socialists of the caliber of Ludwik Waryński: it
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caused them to waver not at all in their views. But for the petit-bourgeois, patriotically

minded intelligentsia, from whom the social-patriotic tendency had originally drawn its

recruits – because  of and not in spite of the nationalist aspects of its program – for

them the personal authority of Marx, Engels, Bebel, Liebknecht, etc., was sufficient to

purge  their  minds  of  any  and  all  doubts.  After  the  long  years  of  a  veritable  anti-

nationalist crusade on the part of socialists of the Waryński stamp, it was an especially

agreeable discovery to find that perhaps one had been a nationalist all along, and even

so – indeed, almost on that account the purest of socialists.

Now that the traditional views of the Socialist International on the Polish question

had finally  obtruded into the realm of practical  concerns of  the labor movement, it

became a matter of crucial importance for Polish and international socialism to subject

them to a critical analysis. Specifically, it was necessary to do away with the illusions

and obsolete views on Poland from which social patriotism had created an imposing

obstacle to a socialist class standpoint in the labor movement in Poland – a critical

analysis  had  to  be  applied  to  the  traditions  which  had  been  transformed  by  the

adherents of social patriotism into a veritable article of faith for Polish Socialists. At

the heart  of  the matter  was  a  revision of  the  obsolete  views of  Marx on the Polish

question, in order to open the way to the principles of Marxist theory for the Polish

labor movement.

On  the  other  hand,  there  was  a  very  immediate  aim  behind  this  revival  and

renovation  of  the  Polish  nationalist  traditions  among  socialists  in  Germany  and

elsewhere. In fact, these traditions had been specifically cultivated for several years by a

newsletter entitled Bulletin Officiel du Parti Socialiste polonais.  It  was hoped

that by imposing the programmatic demand for Poland’s restoration not only on the

socialists in the kingdom, but on those in Galicia and the Prussian sector as well, it

would be possible to bring the three sectors of the polish labor movement – which were

struggling under totally different circumstances – together on a nationalist basis, and

thus  in  opposition  to  the  most  vital  political  interests  of  the  Polish  proletariat.  Of

course, the other thrust of this tendency was obviously to isolate the Polish Socialist

movement  politically  from  the  class-wide  German  and  Austrian  Social  Democracy

movement, and hence to split the ranks of the German and Austrian proletariat, at that

time homogeneous, along nationalist lines.

The high point, the crowning touch to the two-year efforts of the social patriots was

to have been the International Socialist Congress in London in August 1896, where the

Polish Socialists were to put forward a resolution that would have given sanction to

their campaign to get the restoration of Poland recognized as an absolute necessity for

the international labor movement. In this way, the nationalist tendency in the Polish

labor movement meant to obtain the sanction of the highest Socialist body, with all the
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material consequences that entailed. Such a sanction would have effectively quashed

any  subsequent  protest  that  might  have  arisen  from  within  the  ranks  of  Polish

Socialists.

Under these circumstances, the proposal put forward by the Polish Socialist Party at

the London congress naturally gave rise to an extensive debate on the Polish question.

This debate, which was in part of a theoretical nature, but also extended into the realm

of  tactics  and practical  politics,  was  initiated in  Neue Zeit,  and  later  taken up  by

Vorwärts, the central organ of the German Social Democracy and other German party

newspapers  (Leipziger  Volkszeitung,  Sächsische  Arbeiterzeitung),  and  even

found its way into the Italian press. The reader will find the entire lively discussion of

1896 and the years following in the present volume.[17] As we – contrary to the social-

patriotic tendency – consider it a governing maxim of Social Democracy to encourage

rather than stifle critical thinking in socialist ranks, we offer the reader all the stated

opinions unaltered, all  the pros and cons uttered on the issue at that time, without

making the least attempt to impose ready-made answers or final conclusions. We have

reproduced  all  of  this  abundant  material  so  that  the  reader  himself  may  have  the

opportunity to evaluate the discussion independently and form his own opinion and

judgement on this problem, so fundamental to the Polish labor movement.

Politically,  the  immediate  objectives  of  the  debate  launched  in  Neue  Zeit  were

certainly achieved.  It  stirred up quite a few minds,  and induced Western European

socialists to devote some thought to the political meaning and concrete implications of

the Social  Patriotic  Party,  so  that  the  latter’s  proposal  at  the  London congress  was

tabled, and in its place a resolution unanimously adopted that once again, in general

terms,  affirmed  the  sympathy  of  socialists  for  all  oppressed  nationalities  and  gave

recognition to their right to self-determination.  Of course there had never been any

doubts about the sympathy and compassion of socialists for oppressed nations! Indeed,

such sentiments follow naturally from the socialist world view. And no less clear and

self-evident was – and is to socialists, the right of every nation to independence; that

too flowed directly from the most elementary principles of  socialism. But the social

patriots who submitted the resolution were not interested in a mere blanket declaration

of  sympathy  for  all  nationalities;  rather,  they  wanted  the  restoration  of  Poland

acclaimed as a specific political  desideratum of the labor movement. The right  of  a

nation to independence was neither here nor there; the crucial concern was to have the

campaign of Polish Socialists to establish this right in Poland recognized as correct and

necessary. But in effect the London congress ruled precisely to the contrary. Not only

did  it  set  the  Polish  situation  squarely  on  a  level  with  the  situation  of  all  other

oppressed peoples; it at the same time called for the workers of all such nations to enter

the ranks of international socialism as the only remedy for national oppression, rather
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than dabbling off and on with the restoration of independent capitalist states in their

several  countries;  only  in this  way could they hasten the introduction of  a  socialist

system  that,  by  abolishing  class  oppression,  would  do  away  with  all  forms  of

oppression, including national, once and for all.

This immediate result  of  our critical  attack shows clearly the extent  to which the

traditional views on the Polish question on which the very existence of the patriotic

tendency in the international movement depended – had, for the most part, already

outlived their time,  and moreover, how diametrically opposed they were to the real

interests of the labor movement. This was brought out especially clearly by the fact that

the  question  of  Poland’s  restoration  was  posed  by  the  proletariat  on  the  level  of

practical  politics  in  such  a  way  that  it  inevitably  provoked  a  whole  new  series  of

international questions which opened up perspectives that previously, the time of the

Neue Rheinische Zeitung and the 1848 Revolution, had not even existed. Thus, the

question was immediately posed: If the international proletariat were to recognize the

national restoration of the Polish state as a goal of socialist politics, why then should it

not recognize the separation of Alsace-Lorraine from Germany and its restitution to

France also as a goal of Social Democracy? Or support Italian nationalism in its efforts

to regain Trieste and the Trentino? Even the question of the separatist ambitions in the

Bohemian territories was raised.

Furthermore, recognition of the tendency calling for Polish Socialist organizations to

separate themselves from the existing socialist parties in the countries involved in the

Partition, and, conversely, for the proletariat in the three Polish territories to merge

into  one workers’  party,  gave  rise  to  a  whole  series  of  organizational  questions.  In

Germany,  not  only  Poles,  but  a  large  number  of  Danes,  Alsatian  French,  and

Lithuanians in East Prussia, live side by side with the German population. The practical

consequences of the principle the social-patriotic tendency had adopted for the benefit

of the Polish proletariat would have been the splitting up of the united German Social

Democracy  into  particular  parties  defined  along  nationalist  lines.  The  same

consequences would certainly have followed for many other countries as well,  since

almost none of the larger modern states has a homogeneous population.

For  these  reasons,  a  sanctioning  of  the  social-patriotic  tendency  would  have

necessitated  a  thoroughgoing  revision  of  the  existing  positions  of  the  international

Social Democracy and a regression – in program, tactics, and organizational principles

– from a solid foundation in class politics to a policy based on nationalism.

It  sufficed,  then,  to  draw  attention  to  the  concrete  implications  and  questions

inherent in the social-patriotic tendency for the entire affair to be raised from the level

of a specifically Polish question to one of truly international import, and thus to draw
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German, Italian, and Russian comrades as well into the discussion.

Especially the last named. The resolution of the Polish Socialist Party at the London

congress,  and indeed the whole  tendency which would have been sanctioned by its

adoption, was of major political importance for the labor movement in Russia itself.

Polish readers who are reasonably well acquainted with the publications of the Polish

Socialist Party know that ever since 1893, the year when it first appeared in the public

arena, the polish social-patriotic tendency has attempted to justify its existence before

the  Polish  public  principally,  and  in  fact  almost  solely,  on  the  basis  of  the  social

stagnation in Russia and the hopeless prospects of the Russian labor movement.[This

finds its most pointed formulation in the lead article of issue number 11 of Przedświt,

1894; the following extract is characteristic:

There are some among us who support our program, or imagine that they do, yet make the

following reservation: in all our efforts to achieve an independent Polish republic we must

not  forget  that  if  a  powerful  rebellion  occurs  in  Russia  promising  success  of  the

constitutional movement, we too should join forces with this movement and do our part to

obtain  a  constitution.  Others  go  even  further,  saying:  to  be  sure,  independence  is

imperative for the Polish workers, and sooner or later they must obtain it, but to do so they

must first possess constitutional freedoms; only when we are able to organize the masses

of workers will we struggle for the ultimate objective of our political efforts – a democratic

republic. As we have already stated, such persons are in error if they think we are in their

camp; and if they still agree with our demand for independence they do so only because

they have not taken the trouble to draw all the consequences from this step. How can one

make room for the possibility of a struggle for a constitution in the program when

one  does  not  believe  in  the  existence  of  the  forces  that  could  achieve  such  a

constitution? And yet this disbelief is still rampant among us, even since the present

political program was formulated. Further, how can our supporters of a “possible”

constitution  reconcile  their  efforts  with  their  belief  in  the  reactionary  nature  of

Russian  society  and  the  impotence  of  the  socialist  elements  in  Russia,  when  the

combination of these factors forces them to assume from the outset that in Russia our

constitutional  freedoms  are  either  quite  negligible  or  totally  non-existent.  In  the

meantime, none of our arguments enjoys such popularity among our comrades as

does the argument of the reactionary nature of Russia.

By  rekindling  and  cultivating  the  traditional  policy  on  Poland  in  the  West,  social

patriotism tried to preserve as well these traditional views on Russia within the ranks of

international socialism. By systematically portraying the Polish labor movement as the

only serious revolutionary element in tsardom, it succumbed to the delusion that the

same views on the social situation in Russia that were prevalent at the time of the 1848

Revolution  in  the  Russia  of  Nicholas  I,  the  Russia  of  serfdom,  had  entrenched

themselves among German, French, and other socialists. Thus, when the Russian labor

movement  emerged  at  the  end  of  the  eighties,  it  found  itself  faced  with  a  highly
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unreceptive atmosphere in international socialist circles. And just at the time when the

eruption  of  a  mammoth  strike  of  forty  thousand  workers  in  the  spring  of  1896 in

Petersburg heralded the beginnings of a mass movement of the Russian proletariat, at

precisely this time, international socialism was to declare officially, on the strength of a

social-patriotic  resolution,  that  it  placed  its  hope for the  fall  of  tsardom not  in  the

political  class struggle of this proletariat but in the national struggle of the Poles in

effect, a public proclamation that it placed no stock whatsoever in the Russian workers

or their revolutionary struggle.

Thus,  the  criticism at  the  London congress  of  the  social  patriots’  resolution,  and

hence,  by  extension,  of  the  entire  traditional  standpoint  on  the  Polish  question,

developed  almost  immediately  into  a  criticism  of  the  traditional  views  on  Russia:

instead of outdated images of the patriarchal Russia of Nicholas I, Western socialists

were once again confronted with the picture of a modern capitalist Russia, the Russia of

a struggling proletariat, demonstrating categorically that the Russian labor movement

had come of age, and had earned the recognition of the international movement as a

reality, and a crucial one, that had to be reckoned with.

What had originally begun as an internal affair among Polish Socialists provoked a

debate  that  ended  in  a  thorough-going  revision  of  prevailing  opinions  in  Western

European socialism in three areas: the international situation, the situation in Russia,

and the situation in Poland.

One hears a great deal of talk about Marxist “dogmatism.” But the revision of the

views on the Polish question provides forceful demonstration of how utterly superficial

such  objections  are.  True,  Polish  social  patriotism  did  try  hard  for  sonic  time  to

transform a particular view of Marx’s on a current issue into a genuine dogma, timeless,

unchangeable, unaffected by historical contingencies, and subject to neither doubt nor

criticism after all, “Marx himself” once said it. However, such an abuse of Marx’s name

to  sanction  a  tendency  that  in  its  entire  spirit  was  in  jarring  contradiction  to  the

teachings and theory of Marxism could only be defended as a temporary delusion suited

primarily to the intellectual demoralization of the nationalist Polish intelligentsia.

Indeed, the essence of “Marxism” lies not in this or that opinion on current questions,

but in two basic principles: the dialectical materialist method of historical analysis –

with the theory of class struggle as one of its corollaries and Marx’s basic analysis of the

principles of capitalist development. The latter theory, which explains the nature and

origin of value, surplus value, money, and capital, of the concentration of capital and

capitalist crises, is, strictly speaking, simply the application – albeit a brilliant one – of

dialectics and historical materialism to the period of bourgeois economy. Thus, the vital

core,  the  quintessence,  of  the  entire  Marxist  doctrine  is  the  dialectical  materialist
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method of social inquiry, a method for which no phenomena, or principles, are fixed

and unchanging, for which there is  no dogma, for which Mephistopheles’ comment,

“reason turns to madness, kindness to torment,”[18] stands as a motto over the affairs of

human Society;  and for which every  historical  “truth” is  subject  to a perpetual  and

remorseless criticism by actual historical developments.

Nor did the Polish Social Democracy ever see as its task the seeking of sanctions for

earlier nationalist slogans in Marx’s obsolete views on Poland: instead, the method and

underlying principles of the Marxist doctrine had to be applied to the conditions of

Polish society.  But here it  found a theoretical  tabula rasa  in the archives of  Polish

Socialism The original founders of Polish Socialism. Waryński and his comrades, who

brought scientific socialism to our country, encountered the remains of the nationalist

ideology of the Polish nobility, including the theory of “organic labor,” at that time the

dominant  social  ideology.  As  representatives  of  the  interests  of  the  new  class,  the

proletariat, they had above all to settle accounts with the ideological legacy of the ruling

classes,  and  they  proceeded  right  to  the  task  by  branding  the  theories  and  earlier

movements  of  Polish  nationalism  as  the  expression  of  the  selfish  class  and  caste

interests of the nobility, and the theory of organic labor as the expression of the no less

material,  narrow,  class  interests  of  our  industrial  bourgeoisie.  Thus,  the  Polish

Socialists, at the end of the seventies and beginning of the eighties, prepared the way

for the theory of class contradiction by struggling against the nationalism of the nobility

no  less  than  against  the  bourgeois  notion  of  “organic  labor,”  which,  as  theory,

proclaimed  the  harmony  of  interests  of  all  social  strata.  That  was  the  way  Marx’s

general analysis of capitalist society and its concrete implications – class struggle of the

proletariat and socialist program – were brought to Poland. This, too, was a meritorious

historical contribution of Ludwik Waryński, Dickstein, and comrades.

However,  by  setting  socialist  revolution  as  the  immediate  task  of  the  Polish

proletariat to counter the political program of the ruling class, Polish Socialists left the

labor  movement  without  any  political  program  at  all,  and  placed  socialism  on  a

conspiratorial  and  utopian  foundation.  In  so  doing,  they  condemned  the  socialist

movement to stagnate within the narrow confines of a sect, and within a short time, to

disappear from the political scene. [Our views on the successive transformations in the

political position of the Waryński group can be found especially in “Dem Andenken des

Proletariat (In Memory of the Proletariat Group)] One could use the above‑cited

argument  to  hold  one’s  own  against  the  nationalist  social  patriots  as  long  as  they

opposed socialism on open grounds, under the old,  worn-out slogan of  harmony of

interests and national unity in the spirit of T.T. Jez-Milkowski,[19] or even when they

attempted to ally themselveswith socialism, if only in the primitive, incompetent, and

naive manner of Mr. Limanowski’s ventures with “national socialism.” But confronted
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with the modern version of nationalism this argument was bound to miscarry, since the

latter  had  disavowed the  discredited  theory  of  national  unity  and instead hid itself

behind the theory of class struggle, appearing on the political stage with the program of

the proletariat as its calling card.

Hence,  Social  Democracy  found  itself  propelled  by  the precipitous  growth  of  the

Polish labor movement into mass dimensions at the beginning of the nineties, and after

the collapse of the conspiratorial tendency within socialism was obliged to work out a

solid political  program  for  the  class struggle of  the  proletariat.  This  could only be

achieved -in accordance with Marxist theory – by investigating the current trends of

Polish  society,  an  investigation  which  sought  the  key  to  the  understanding  of

phenomena of a political, intellectual, and moral nature in relations of production, and

the class relations which grew out of them. It was no longer a question of describing the

development of capitalism in Poland, to what extent it produced capital concentration,

proletarianization, exploitation, in a word, social anarchy and class struggle. Rather,

what was necessary was an analysis of this development, and of the extent to which it

gave rise to specific political tendencies within society. That is, there was no longer any

need to show that the patterns of capitalist development typical to all countries were

now appearing in Poland as well; what was needed was to explain the specific features

which capitalist development had brought to the social life of Poland as a result of our

country’s particular historical and political conditions. In a word, the mere application

of the stock, general conclusions of the Marxian analysis of bourgeois society to the case

of  Poland was  not  sufficient:  it  was  necessary  to  undertake  an  original  analysis  of

bourgeois Poland and in so doing bring socialism back down from its abstract clouds

and empty schematism to the soil  of Poland. This analysis,  the economic aspects of

which  we  attempted  to  sketch  out  in  The  Industrial  Development  of  Poland

[Leipzig: Duncker and Humbolt, 1898], was presented in summary form together with

all  the  essential  conclusions  in  an  official  report  of  the  Social  Democracy  at  the

International Socialist Congress in Zurich in 1893.[20]

The  result  was  twofold,  with  both  aspects  –  one  positive,  the  other  negative  –

logically related: first, it provided a theoretical confirmation of a conclusion which the

labor movement had already reached empirically in its mass development, namely, that

the immediate political task of the Polish proletariat in the Kingdom of Poland was to

join in common struggle with the Russian proletariat to bring about the downfall of

absolutism, and institute democracy into political life. Second, it made clear that the

struggle  for  the  restoration  of  Poland  was  hopelessly  utopian  in  the  face  of  the

development of capitalism in Poland, that, on the contrary, this very development had

led to the above political program with the inevitability of the iron laws of history.
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In this way, Polish Social Democracy was forced to find an independent explanation,

as it were, for the social development of modern Poland by applying the principles of

scientific socialism to Polish circumstances, in the same way that the Russian Social

Democracy was forced to establish a positive program for the Russian proletariat by

analyzing the specific social relations existing in Russia itself, and simultaneously mark

out the path it was to take by its annihilating criticism of Narodnik theory.[21]  Thus,

after having travelled along completely different paths, in the positive results of their

theories  the  Polish  and  Russian  Social  Democracies  found  themselves  on  common

grounds  –  a  common  political  program.  There  was  just  one  difference:  whereas

Friedrich  Engels  had,  in  1875,  already  shown  a  brilliant  insight  into  the  principal

mistakes of the Russian Narodniks in his answer to Tkacev in Volkstaat,  where  he

traced out the main lines of capitalist development from the disintegration of the village

commune, in the case of Poland, neither Marx nor Engels had bothered to the very end

to revise their old position of 1848; in fact, toward the last, they even mechanically

applied this standpoint to the Polish Socialist movement, as we saw in their letter to the

November Commemorative meeting in Geneva in 1880, and as was more recently made

evident in Engels’  preface to the Polish edition of  The Communist Manifesto  in

1892.[22]

No sooner had Social Democracy come forward for the first time, in 1893, with its

criticism of social patriotism based on Marxian social theory,[23] than it became plain

that social patriotism was capable of mustering no more than sophomoric arguments

for its own defense and justification. This intellectual poverty naturally still maintained

a particular brilliance about it since it had to appear in the international arena as well

as before the humble Polish public.  The partisans of nationalism proved themselves

totally incapable of even understanding this Marxian analysis, let alone providing some

plausible refutation of it. For example, when it was pointed out what direction capitalist

development was taking in Poland, namely, that the material  interests of the ruling

class were creating increasingly stronger ties between our country and Russia – the

social patriots tried to “brand” this whole objective, extraordinarily complex historical

process  –  a  process  extending  from  the  purely  economic  foundations  through  key

political interests and issues to the most subtle aspects of ideology – as the subjective

striving of Social Democrats toward “organic integration,” or as a subjective concern for

whether Polish manufacturers would still  have anywhere to sell their “percale” once

Poland was restored. The rejoinders of the supporters of social nationalism were on the

same level: indignation that socialists should even acknowledge such a contemptible

subject  as capitalist  development;  or  such magnanimous assurances as  we find,  for

example, in the October 1894 issue of Przedświt, that Socialist delegates to parliament

in restored Poland would make it their special concern to ponder over how one might

find employment for the workers who would lose their jobs as a consequence of the
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collapse of Polish industry brought about by the loss of Russian markets. [The future

historian  studying  the  “national  humor”  in  modern  Poland  will  find  invaluable

treasures in the social-patriotic publications. We offer the following pearl in its entirety:

“Let Messrs. Scheibler & Co. lose millions in profits they are presently getting from the

sale of their percale to various Kalmuks or to Chiwa; we shall hardly grieve about that,

and even if a certain number of workers should have to lose their jobs on account of

diminished market outlets for the products of Polish factories, we will not renounce

independence on that account. It will be the responsibility of the future Socialist faction

in  parliament  to  provide  for  these  unfortunates  through appropriate  parliamentary

proposals and to agitate for a shortening of the working day, the right to work, etc.”].

In the face of a real embarras de richesses, of this and similar such naïvetés, uttered

in all seriousness, it is hard to decide whether the prize should not go after all to the

argument of a certain Mr. Zborowicz, who, like a true Moses, gave social patriotism its

ten commandments: these anticipated every conceivable stupidity of this tendency as

early as 1892 in the pamphlet,  Beitrag zur Program der Polnischen Sozialen

Demokraten (Contribution to the Program of the Polish Social Democrats,

Berlin:  Morawski).  The  author,  who  in  his  quest  for  “markets”  for  “our”  industry,

naively  reveals  the  enthusiasm  that  he  and  his  followers  derive  from  an  objective

analysis of Social Democracy, develops the question in the following way, worthy of a

Machiavelli:  “...  if  political  independence means we lose  southern Russian markets,

Russia will lose the Lithuanian market, presently dominated by Moscow industries, for

the same reason. It  will  then be open to our industry; and add to that the Galician

market  which  is  presently  inundated  with  Viennese  products.  It  seems  to  me  the

compensation is worth the loss.”

This  mindless  and  banal  reduction  of  the  whole  of  social  relations  in  bourgeois

Poland to the question of market outlets, this attempt to explain the dynamics of the

objective  historical  process  in  terms  of  the  subjective  wishes,  apprehensions,  and

concerns  of  socialists,  showed  that  in  the  minds  of  social  patriots  the  theory  of

historical  materialism  and  the  whole  of  Marx’s  teachings  had  suffered  the  same

caricaturing  as  in  the  minds  of  the  bourgeois  critics  who  periodically  “demolish”

Marxist doctrine by distorting it and perverting it into some horrible monstrosity. That

such arguments, from a tendency that was trying to pass itself off as socialist, could

even find their way into the Polish press and into similar articles in the German press –

this  fact  in  itself  was  appalling  testimony  to  the  intellectual  level  of  the  Polish

intelligentsia.  This  was  the  harvest  of  long  years  during  which  the  minds  of  our

“radical” intelligentsia were educated in the banal and mindless eclectic mishmash of a

Limanowski,  that  insipid socialist  slumgullion that  flaunts  the name of  “The Social

Theories  of  the  18th  and  19th  Centuries,”[24]  or  in  that  vulgar,  obstreperous
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“revolutionary”  version  of  socialism  that  the  foreign  publishers  of  the  former

Proletariat had been dishing up in Walka and Przedświt[25] since the middle of the

eighties. The sad fact had at last come out: the Polish intelligentsia had, at best, been

educated  to  believe  in  the  socialist  faith  but  not  to  think  in  the  spirit  of  scientific

socialism. Just as it becomes immediately apparent in the debates between Marxists

and their French and German bourgeois opponents that each side considered the other

barbarians, that it was not differences of opinion on particular issues but their entire

modes of  thought,  their  Weltanschauung,  that  separated them,  in exactly  the  same

manner the feud with social patriotism resembled a dialogue at the Tower of Babel.

Even  the  replies  of  the  social  patriots  bore,  from the beginning,  that  characteristic

tremolo of exasperation and whining lament that usually accompanies the ripostes of

the bourgeois adversaries of Marxism.

The Polish social patriots have this in common with all petit bourgeois utopians: both

consider that the discovery of historical facts which controvert their utopian dreams is

an act of personal baseness on the part of the discoverer. Not for all the world can they

be  brought  to  understand  that  if  there  is  any  baseness  involved,  it  is  at  most  the

“baseness” of  the objective process of  history, but hardly the baseness of those that

draw our attention to the particular trends of this process, and that this “base” process

is by no means brought to a halt merely by closing one’s eyes to it. It is likewise beyond

their grasp that any talk of the “baseness” of history necessarily misses the mark. The

dialectic of history has this advantage, that as it undermines and abolishes traditional

forms of satisfying social needs, it at the same time creates new forms. “Interests,” on

the other hand, for whose preservation social evolution provides no material guarantees

whatsoever, are usually, if one looks closely, for the most part obsolete, bankrupt, or

even no more than merely imagined.

When the German and French democrats announced their position on the Polish

question in 1848 they were guided on the one hand by consideration for the existing

national movement of  the Polish schlachta;  on the other  hand,  however,  they  were

merely being consistent with the interests of their own democratic politics. They had no

connections with the Polish Socialist movement, nor indeed could they have had, since

at that time no such movement existed. Today, however,  there is  one question that

takes precedence over all others for us Polish Socialists in adopting a position on any

social phenomenon: what are the implications of that position for the class interests of

the Polish proletariat? Any analysis of objective social developments in Poland requires

the conclusion that a campaign for the restoration of Poland this juncture is a petit

bourgeois utopian fantasy, and, as such, is capable only of interfering with the class

struggle of  the proletariat and diverting it from its path. For this reason, the Polish

Social Democracy today rejects the nationalist standpoint out of consideration for the
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interests  of  the  Polish  Socialist  movement,  and  in  so  doing  adopts  an  attitude

diametrically  opposed to that  formerly  held by  Western democrats.  Thus,  the same

historical change which turned the restoration of Poland into a utopian dream and put

it in opposition to the interests of socialism in Poland, brought along with it a new

solution  for  meeting  international  democratic  interests  on  this  point.  After  it  had

become apparent  that  the  idea of  making an independent Poland into a buffer  and

protective  barrier  for  the  West  against  the  reactionary  Russian  tsardom  was

unrealizable,  the  development of  capitalism,  which had buried this  idea in the first

place, created in its place the revolutionary class movement of the united proletariat in

Russia and Poland and in it a far more stalwart ally for the West, an ally that would not

merely mechanically protect Europe from absolutism but would itself undermine and

crush it.

Nor does this solution stand counter to the national interests of the Polish proletariat.

Its real interests in this respect liberty, the free development of the national cultural

heritage, bourgeois equality, and the abolition of all national oppression – find their

only  effective,  nay,  only  possible  expression  in  the  universal  class  strivings  of  the

proletariat  for  the  broadest  democratization  of  the  partition  countries,  to  which

national  autonomy  is  a  self-evident  corollary.  Beyond  this,  however,  to  think  that

appropriation of  the  state  apparatus  in  an independent  class  society under existing

conditions is in the interests of the working class is no more than a utopian delusion,

rooted in  the prejudices  of  the  petty  bourgeoisie,  and,  as  such,  is  alien to  the  real

interests of the proletariat as it is to the thought of scientific socialism in general.

Social  patriotism’s  total  lack  of  any  argument  capable  of  understanding criticism

found its most blatant demonstration in the remarkable fact that a foreign theoretician,

no less than Karl Kautsky, was needed to defend its position in the discussion being

carried on in the foreign press.[26]  In preparing this defense, Kautsky found himself

faced with the necessity of having to develop entirely from his own resources a wholly

original theory in support of the restoration of Poland, inasmuch as among the actual

advocates of this program not a trace of a well-grounded argument could be discerned.

The  reader  will  see  what  difficulties  confronted  this  illustrious  representative  of

Marxism in grappling with the problem. Lacking any knowledge whatsoever of social

life in Poland, he was forced to deduce the interests of the different Polish social classes

from the nature of things – by mere abstract reasoning. In this way, as often happens

with  abstract  reasoning,  he  arrived  at  the  quite  remarkable  conclusion  that  the

restoration  of  Poland  was,  in  fact,  an  urgent  necessity  not  only  for  the  Polish

proletariat, or even for any one particular class, but for all the social classes without

exception – the bourgeoisie,  the schlachta,  the peasants,  the  petite bourgeoisie,  the

intelligentsia,  and  the  proletariat.  Thus,  although  the  reputedly  pure  “workers’

Rosa Luxemburg: The Polish Question and the Socialist Movement (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/misc/polish-question.htm

18 of 28 9/20/2018, 9:22 PM



program” of social patriotism had achieved in this altogether too congenial conclusion

of Kautsky’s a net gain in terms of its actual basis and prospects for success, it had also

lost whatever class character it may previously have had; whereupon it regressed to an

earlier, more primitive phase, when it represented the harmony of interests of all social

strata,  to  the  national-unity  theme  of  the  blessed  memory  of  Zygmunt  Fortunat

Milkowski.[27]

The fact  that  Kautsky’s  article  received  no  direct  rebuttal  was  mainly  due  to  the

circumstance  that  its  appearance  coincided  almost  exactly  with  the  opening  of  the

London congress. and it was quite impossible for a reply to be published in such a short

space.  After  the  Congress,  the  discussion  of  the  restoration  of  Poland  no  longer

possessed the same timeliness and practical import, since, as we have mentioned, the

Congress did not adopt the social-patriotic resolution which Kautsky’s essay was meant

to support.

Kautsky admitted that the only factual basis for his general argument – the theory of

the economic interests of the bourgeoisie and landed aristocracy – had been taken on

faith from an article by a Mr. S.G. in Neue Zeit.[28]  Behind these modest initials a

Przedświt journalist had attempted to place the program for the restoration of Poland

on  “materialist”  foundations,  using  as  a  basis  a  string  of  statistical  fabrications,

concocted historical facts, and quotations from various authors he happened to have at

his  finger  tips.  From  these  questionable  sources,  he  shows  that  Polish  capitalism,

oppressed  by  tsardom,  must  give  rise  to  a  national-separatist  tendency  among  the

Polish  bourgeoisie.  As  a  writer  of  European  stature,  Kautsky,  of  course,  could  not

suspect that such a weed, of the same species as the one that Lassalle had once already

pulled  up  by  the  roots  from  German  soil  in  his  immortal  excoriation  of  Julian

Schmidt,[29]  still flourished in the wretched fields of Polish journalism: as the saying

goes,  “la  vermine  pullule  chez  les  mendicants.”  So  he  fell  prey  to  the  fraud

perpetrated by this “national” purveyor of facts. For this reason, it was just and proper

that  this  Polish  faker  bore  the  brunt  of  our  criticism,  and  not  the  misled  German

theoretician. As a matter of fact, The Industrial Development of Poland contains

a quite substantial, if not complete, survey of the principal statistical falsifications of

our Mr. S.G., who, at Przedświt, is presently engaged in drawing up plans of war and

gunrunning for the national cause, and has not yet offered one word in rebuttal. Finally,

as regards those arguments in Kautsky’s article that are of a purely political and tactical

nature, the reader should have no trouble in determining for himself from Kautsky’s

articles in the present volume that he has brought his  views on the Polish question

more closely in line with the Social Democratic position under the influence of facts

which reaffirm this position anew every day.
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This kind of revision of the traditional views on the national question was begun in

Poland in 1896, and has continued down to the present time. In that same year, the

Polish  Socialist  movement  in  Germany  began  to  dissociate  itself  from  the  German

movement,  a  process  which has ended – after  a  long series of  unspeakably  painful

incidents – in 1901 with the Polish Socialist Party in the Prussian sector finding itself

completely cut off from German Social Democracy.[30] Much of what we had argued –

at that time on an a priori basis – in the first article in Neue Zeit, in spring 1896, to be

the logical consequence of the nationalist tendency, was later to be verified with the

utmost precision. The political contradiction which the social-patriotic tendency had

inevitably to produce between Polish and international socialism – as we pointed out

from the very beginning – became a tangible fact in the history of the labor movement

in  Germany.  These experiences  could not  help but  have an impact  on the views of

German Social  Democracy, and they indeed found official  expression in the famous

declaration  of  August  Bebel  and  the  party’s  executive  committee:  he  found  it

impossible, he said, to reconcile, or even to link up, the program for the restoration of

Poland with the class struggle of the Polish proletariat.

In  Russia,  events  took  a  similar  course.  The  contradiction  between  the  social-

patriotic  tendency  and  the  Russian  labor  movement  was  bound  eventually  to  find

expression in practical terms, as the Russian Social Democracy began to grow into a

cohesive  party.  The  resultant  revision  that  the  Russian  Social  Democracy  had  to

undertake with respect to the tendency represented by the PPS was set forth in several

articles in Iskra, also to be found in this volume.[31]  Finally, Franz Mehring, who at

that time was engaged in editing the literary remains of Marx, Engels, and Lassalle, and

examining  their  previously  expressed  views  in  the  light  of  later  developments,

undertook  a  criticism  of  Marx’s  statements  on  the  Polish  question  from  a  purely

theoretical perspective.[32] The review of the position taken in the Neue Rheinische

Zeitung, through application of the principles and methods of Marxism, led to a full

acceptance of  the views of Polish Social  Democracy, so that we can now speak of  a

decisive and conscious shift on the Polish question all down the line, throughout the

ranks of international socialism. [One can even say that this turn affects not only the

Polish  question,  but  nationalist  tendencies  of  any  sort  within  the  labor  movement,

which today provoke pronounced hostility, and, where called for, sharp rejection.

[The political independence of the Bohemian territories was discussed as early as the

end of 1898 in Neue Zeit  where  Karl  Kautsky argued with exceptional  trenchancy

against this proposition (at that time defended by a certain F. Stampfer), on the basis of

the principles and tactics of the Austrian Social Democracy. See this article of Kautsky’s

in Die Neue Zeit, 1898-1899, Vol.I, nos.10 and 16.
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[The efforts of Italian separatists in Trieste and the Trentino, and parallel nationalist

tendencies  in  Italy,  led  to  a  special  party  conference  of  the  Italian  and  Austrian

Socialists in May 1905 in Trieste,  where any solidarity or support of this nationalist

movement was expressly rejected by both parties, thanks largely to the presence of the

Austrian,  Victor  Adler,  and  the  Italian,  Bissolati.]  Kautsky  came  out  against  the

separatist tendencies of certain sections of the Armenian Socialists in a comprehensive

article in the Leipziger Volkszeitung of May 1, 1905.

Finally, the past week has provided us with a thoroughly characteristic phenomenon

that was not without a touch of comedy: a violent confrontation between the Galician

party  and  the  separatist  tendency  of  the  Jewish  Socialists  within  the  Polish

organization. Following faithfully in the Prussian and Russian territories, the position

of the PPS, whose separatism is publicly supported by the leaders of the Galician party,

and even using some of the arguments of the PPS, the Jewish Social Democrats isolate

themselves from the party of the Galician proletariat as a whole, and thereby give the

supporters of social patriotism the opportunity to see the other side of the coin: the

fragmentation of the proletariat as the logical result of their tendency. To overcome this

tendency,  which was threatening its  existence, the Galician party took refuge in the

authority  of  the  pan-Austrian  Social  Democracy  from  which  they  received  a  flat

condemnation of the separatists, i.e., the Jewish ones.

But the most emphatic proof of  the theory offered by Polish Social  Democracy in

1893, and which it began to defend in the international movement in 1896, is furnished

by the events of the past few months and years. Indeed, as this book is going to press

[1905], our country and Russia find themselves in the throes of a deep social crisis. The

period  from  1896,  when  the  first  of  these  articles  appeared,  up  to  the  present,

comprised  an  entire  epoch  in  the  development  of  both  countries,  and  today  the

Hegelian revolutionary “transformation of quantity to quality”[33] is taking place for all

to  see;  the  quantitative  changes  that  have  accumulated  unnoticed  are  now  being

transformed into a new quality. We are witnessing the culmination of capitalism’s slow

erosion of absolutism from within, a process on which Social Democracy had based its

programmatic perspective. And in this process, the two aspects of capitalist growth – to

which  we  have  called  attention  from  the  first  –  are  finding  their  raw  political

expression. The economic merging of Poland with Russia into an economic unit that

abolishes the material basis for national separatist tendencies in our society has found

reflection in the remarkable circumstance that the Polish nationalist movement, as an

effective political force calling for the restoration of Poland, has disappeared without a

trace.  The  war  summons  all  to  life  and action,  and has  brought  to  the  surface  all

revolutionary and oppositional elements in Russian society; even such an essentially

trivial phenomenon as Russian liberalism has found itself carried away in quite open
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revolutionary raptures. The war, the last appeal, which once and for all put to the test of

history  all  aspirations  toward  independence,  wherever  even  a  spark  still  existed,

unveiled before an astonished world a picture of ghostly silence in bourgeois Poland.

Indeed,  the  only  significant  ways  in  which the nationalist  movement registered the

impact of the new revolutionary developments were the renunciation of the program of

national independence by one wing of the nationalists, the National Democrats’ formal

renunciation  in  an  official  declaration  of  policy  in  1903,[34]  and  in  the  actual

suppression of this program by the Polish Socialist Party, which completely abandoned

its slogan of armed insurrection for the liberation of Poland from Russia at the first

outbreak of  revolution in  tsardom.  This  party’s  Political  Declaration  at  the  end of

January of this year, which makes the demand for a “legislative sejm in Warsaw,” shows

the utter bankruptcy of social patriotism in the face of the revolutionary crisis in Russia.

In spite of all, it retains its reactionary, nationalistic core intact, as revealed in the fact

that  the  slogan,  a  “legislative  sejm  in  Warsaw,”  is  linked  with  no  program  for

democratic  freedoms  for  the  Russian  empire  as  a  whole.  The  Social  Democratic

program, by contrast, demands a republic for all of Russia with national autonomy for

Poland as an organic part of any general democratic freedoms. By its silence, and by its

aloof disregard  of freedom for all  of the tsarist  empire, social  patriotism reveals its

nationalist character and shows after all that it has retained its utopianism fully intact.

Indeed, this utopianism becomes all the more absurd, in that the idea of a legislative

sejm in Warsaw, suspended in mid-air, so to speak, and not tied down to earth by even

a general notion of democracy for Russia, is even more utopian than the restoration of

Poland: the latter, at least, was only a reactionary regression to the blunted, historically

obsolete idea of  an autonomous constitution for  the  Kingdom of  Poland within the

absolutist Russian state, as granted by the grace of the Congress of Vienna.

However, by disavowing the slogan of armed resistance to wrench Poland loose from

Russia,  and  by  reverting  to  the  slogan  of  an  autonomous  Poland,  which  takes  no

account of the question of freedom in Russia, social patriotism openly admits that the

course of events has quite simply reduced its political program to impotence. The only

aspect  remaining of  nationalism today  is  its  negative  side  –  an aloofness  from the

revolutionary struggle for freedom in Russia – while its positive side, the demand for

Polish autonomy, has turned out to be no more than an empty phrase. This much is

clear: those who do not raise the call for Poland’s separation from Russia now, when

tsardom is  seething with violent revolution,  will  never do so.  In other words,  when

revolution broke out, the only thing that remained of nationalism was reaction, while

its outwardly and formally revolutionary side, that which flaunted the slogan of armed

insurrection  for  national  independence,  vanished  at  the  first  wave  of  the  present

revolutionary upsurge, never to be seen again.
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The other aspect of this capitalist process manifested itself at the same time in the

form of  the  unified revolutionary  class action of  the  Polish and Russian proletariat

against absolutism and vindicated to the world the conclusions with which the author of

the present article ended her book, The Industrial Development of Poland,  in

1897: “As the Russian government incorporates Poland economically into the empire

and cultivates capitalism as an ‘antidote’ to its nationalist opposition, it breeds, by this

very process, a new social class in Poland the mighty industrial proletariat – a class,

which  by  its  very  nature,  must  inevitably  become  the  resolute  opponent  of  the

absolutist regime. Although the opposition of  the proletariat cannot have a national

character, this inability can only render its opposition all the more effective, since it

must then counter the solidarity of the Russian and Polish bourgeoisie, so coveted by

the government, with the only logical response: the political solidarity of the Polish and

Russian proletariat. The result of the merging of Poland and Russia was a circumstance

overlooked  by  the  Russian  government,  the  Polish  bourgeoisie,  and  the  Polish

nationalists  alike:  the  unification  of  the  Polish  and Russian  proletariat  into  at

single body to preside over the coming bankruptcy of,  first,  Russian tsardom,

and then the combined rule of Polish and Russian capital” The first liquidation has

already begun. The spirit of Marxism has triumphed in the revolution of the proletariat

on the streets of Warsaw and Petersburg.

The  whole  course  of  social  development,  now  reaching  its  culmination  in  the

revolutionary upheavals in the tsarist empire, has struck a fatal blow to our nationalism

but not to the cause of Polish national identity. Where reactionary utopianism, mired in

the  past,  sees  only  ruin,  defeat,  and  destruction,  the  scrutinizing  eye,  trained  to

decipher the historical dialectic of revolution, cannot but perceive the opening of new

vistas for the deliverance of Polish national culture.

The accusations of “dogmatism” against Social Democracy are no less frequent than

complaints about its “doctrinairism”: its alleged intellectual narrowness that is said to

be bent on forcing the vast and infinitely varied world of social phenomena into a rigid

schema that recognizes nothing but “material interests,” and is deaf and blind to the

higher forms of  psychic phenomena national sentiments,  for  example.  Marxism can

really  have only  one response to such critics:  in  Goethe’s  words,  “Ihr  gleicht  dem

Geist, den Ihr begreift, nicht mir!”[35]

The  Social  Democratic  world  view  is  reduced  to  a  narrow,  intellectually  stifling

doctrine by just those critics who complain of its doctrinairism. The contrary is true:

Marxism is, by its very nature, the most fecund, the most universal product of thought,

a theory that makes the mind soar, vast as the world is wide, and as rich in color and

tones as nature, urging to action, and pulsating with the vitality of youth. This theory,
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and no other, provides the key to the riddles of past history, and opens the way to our

understanding of society as it continues to unfold; lifting us, “with one wing sustained

in the past, the other grazing the future,” it impels us forward in the present to creative,

truly revolutionary deeds.

But  our being  aware of  the  actual  trends of  historical  development by  no means

absolves us from involvement in our own social history, or allows us to fold our arms

fatalistically across our breasts and like an Indian fakir wait to see what the future will

bring.  “Men  make  their  own history,  but  they  do  so  not  as  free  individuals,”  says

Marx.[36] One could, with full justification, state the converse: men do not make history

as free individuals, but they make their own history. Far from blunting or sapping

our revolutionary fervor, a sensitivity to the objective movement of history tempers the

will and pushes us to action by showing us ways to drive the wheel of social progress

effectively  forward and by  sparing  us  from impotently  and fruitlessly  knocking our

heads against the wall, which sooner or later inevitably brings disappointment, despair,

and quietism;  through this  knowledge we are  protected  as  well  from mistaking,  as

revolutionary activity, aspirations that have long since been transformed by the forces

of social evolution into their reactionary opposites.

As  the  reader  will  perceive  from  the  modest  selection  contained  in  this  book,

Marxism alone is in a position to provide an exhaustive explanation for the remarkable,

puzzle-ridden history of our society over the last half-century, even to the most subtle

nuances of its intellectual physiognomy, its ideology. Only a blustering simpleton would

not find it puzzling that a society suffering such outrageous subjugation, whose most

elementary  national  rights  have been  so  systematically  trampled  under  foot,  whose

intellectual and cultural life has been so brutally stunted – that such a society would not

only give up its armed struggle for independence for fifty years, but would also abandon

all efforts, however slight, to obtain a European, democratic way of life, and renounce

all  active  opposition  to  its  savage  tyrants.  Only  people  who “make”  revolution  and

“rebellions” in small  schoolboy cliques can toss off  such historical  problems and be

done  with  them  merely  by  branding  certain  classes  as  “conciliators”  and  blaming

conciliation on a “handful” of their representatives; they, of course, do not understand

that given the factual material circumstances of our social development, this “handful”

of conciliators turns out to be the entire Polish bourgeoisie with its present historical

mission,  and hardly that other handful  of  individuals  who discourse  on “guns” and

rebellions of petit bourgeois utopians. Only the Marxist scholar can best comprehend

the  deepest  inner  motives  of  Polish  bourgeois  society,  its  shameful  past  and  its

shameful  present:  he is  in the best  position to see in what directions our country’s

history and the class struggle are driving. Only a penetrating study into the causes of

the decline of the rebellious Polish nobility and of the disgraceful history of bourgeois-
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capitalist  Poland,  a  study  unclouded  by  romantic  utopianism,  made  it  possible  to

foresee  the  revolutionary  regeneration  of  working-class  Poland  presently  occurring

before  our  eyes.  Now,  as  in  the  past,  it  is  an  understanding  of  national  and class

development  that  enables  us  to  grasp  that  the  only  real  revolutionary  deed  at  this

juncture is bringing consciousness  into this spontaneous historical  process,  there by

foreshortening its course and speeding it onward toward its goal.

Doubtless the cause of nationalism in Poland bears a special historical relationship to

the class struggle of the proletariat; but not at all in the sense imagined by the social

patriots. For them the modern proletarian movement was a scapegoat from which one

could exact payment for all the back debts, long since swept away by history, of the

aristocracy  and petite bourgeoisie,  or  which could be ordered to  make good all  the

obligations of the bankrupt classes. The relationship was, in fact, quite otherwise. In the

framework,  in  the  spirit  of  the  Polish  proletarian  class  struggle,  the  cause  of

nationalism itself takes on quite a different appearance than it has in the aspirations of

the schlachta and the petite bourgeoisie.

The cause of nationalism in Poland is not alien to the working class – nor can it be.

The working class cannot be indifferent to the most intolerably barbaric oppression,

directed as it is against the intellectual and cultural heritage of society. To the credit of

mankind, history has universally established that even the most inhumane material

oppression is not able to provoke such wrathful,  fanatical  rebellion and rage as the

suppression of intellectual life in general, or as religious or national oppression. But

only classes which are revolutionary by virtue of  their  material  social  situation  are

capable of heroic revolt and martyrdom in defense of these intellectual riches.

To tolerate national oppression, to toady to it servilely – that is the special talent of

the schlachta  and bourgeoisie,  i.e.,  the possessing classes  whose interests  today are

reactionary to the core,  classes that  are the perfect embodiment of  that vulgar “gut

materialism” into which the materialist philosophy of Marx and Feuerbach is usually

transformed in the empty skulls of our humdrum journalists. As a class possessing no

material  stake  in  present  society,  our  proletariat,  whose  historical  mission  is  to

overthrow the entire existing system in short, the revolutionary class must experience

national oppression as an open wound, as a shame and disgrace, and indeed it does,

although this does not alter the fact that this particular injustice is only a drop in the

ocean of the entire social privation, political abuse, and intellectual disinheritance that

the wage laborer suffers at the hands of present-day society.

But this, as we said, by no means implies that the proletariat is capable of taking

upon itself  the  historical  task of  the  schlachta,  as  the  anachronistic  minds  of  petit

bourgeois nationalism would have it; this task, to restore Poland to its existence as a
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class state, is an objective which the schlachta  itself abandoned, and the bourgeoisie

has rendered impossible  through its  own development.  But  our proletariat  can and

must fight for the defense of national identity as a cultural legacy, that has its own right

to exist and flourish. And today our national identity cannot be defended by national

separatism; it can only be secured through the struggle to overthrow despotism and

solidly  implant  the  advantages  of  culture  and  bourgeois  life  throughout  the  entire

country, as has long since been done in Western Europe.

Consequently,  it  is  precisely  the  untarnished  class  movement  of  the  Polish

proletariat,  which  grew  to  maturity,  along  with  capitalism,  on  the  grave  of  the

movements  for  national  autonomy,  that  constitutes  the best  and only  guarantee  of

attaining, along with bourgeois equality and autonomy, freedom in political life and in

our national culture.  Thus,  from even a purely national perspective, everything that

contributes to promoting, expanding, and expediting the working-class movement must

be viewed as a contribution to national patriotism in the best and truest sense of the

word. But anything that checks or impedes this development, anything that might delay

it or cause it to depart from its principles, must be regarded as injurious and hostile to

the national cause. From this perspective, the efforts to cultivate the old traditions of

nationalism and to divert the Polish working class from the path of class struggle to the

utopian  folly  of  Polish  restoration,  as  social  patriotism  did  for  twelve  long  years,

represents the politics of a profound anti-nationalism, despite its outwardly nationalist

trappings. Social Democracy, sailing under the banner of international socialism, bears

in its keeping the Polish national cultural heritage that is the present consequence of

the dialectics of history. To understand and foresee this process, and act in consonance

with it that is what the Marxist method enables us to do.

[2] Jean Jaurès was a leading French exponent of revisionism, and as such subject to ceaseless
attack by Rosa Luxemburg.

[3] In April 1902, the Belgian workers staged a general strike in order to secure the vote. They
were unsuccessful.

[4]  In  December  1825,  young officers  (Decembrists)  in  the Tsar’s  army sought to introduce
Western ideas of reform into autocratic Russia. The uprising was quickly put down.

[5] In 1866, Karakozov made an unsuccessful attempt on the life of Tsar Alexander II.

[6] Rosa Luxemburg’s point of view on this matter has recently been sustained by Hans-Ulrich
Wehler – see his Sozialdemokratie und Nationalstaat (Würzburg: 1962), pp.17ff.

[7] Tkacev (1844-1885) was a Nihilist who developed a Blanquist theory of revolution, especially
in the journal Nabat (Tocsin), which he edited and published in Switzerland.

[8]  This quote by Engels is given in German in Rosa Luxemburg’s original, which, it will  be
recalled, was written in Polish. The quote is from Engels, Soziales aus Russland  (Social
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Perspectives from Russia), Marx-Engels Werke (Berlin: 1962), XVI11, 585.

[9] The first Marxist group to become active in Poland was founded in 1882 by Ludwik Waryński
and others, with the name “Proletariat.” It was obliged to work underground, but still succeeded
in organizing several big strikes in 1883. It was in close touch with the Russian organization,
Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will), and, like it, adopted terrorist tactics in the late 1880s. Rosa
Luxemburg did not approve of terrorism, then or later, but still traced her spiritual ancestry to
Waryński, including his rejection of Polish independence.

[10] Equality. The periodical and group by this name were the immediate precursors of the
Proletariat group.

[11] Marx-Engels, op. cit., XIX, 239-41.

[12]  The  Polish  Socialist  Party  (PPS)  was founded in London toward the end of  1892,  and
thereafter  worked  closely  with  the  sister  parties  in  Germany  and  Austrian  Poland  for  the
independence  of  Poland.  Associated with  the  PPS was  a  special  committee in  London,  the
Ziriazelc Zagraniczny Socjalistow Palskich.

[13] Pobudka means “alarm,” “reveille.”

[14] Limanowski was also the chairman at the founding conference of the PPS.

[15] S. Hacker, Der Sozialismus in Polen: Eine Entgegnung (Socialism in Poland: A Reply)
[i.e., to Rosa Luxemburg], in Die Neue Zeit, 1895–1896, vol.II.

[16] Dawn.  At this time the journal was the organ of the internationalist Proletariat group.
Later it became a voice for the PPS.

[17] That is, the volume The Polish Question and the Socialist Movement, to which this
essay was the Foreword. Cf. above.

[18] Given in German in the original Polish text: “Vernunft wird Unsinn, Wohltat – Plage.”

[19] Zygmunt Milkowski (pseudonym Jez), 1824-1915. Writer and politician, spokesman for the
“organic labor” movement, which took the point of view that the main job for Poland was to
industrialize, with independence as a secondary consideration. He preached the philosophy of
harmony of interests, i.e., against class war.

[20] See Volume I of R.L.’s Collected Works for both of these items.

[21] The Narodnik, or Populist movement in Russia, was active in the last part of the nineteenth
century. Its “socialism” was not Marxist.

[22] Marx-Engels, op. cit., XXII. 282ff.

[23] The Sprawa Robotnicza (The Workers’ Cause) was founded in Paris in July 1893 with
the collaboration of  Leo  Jogiches,  Rosa Luxemburg under the name “R.  Kruszynska”),  and
Adolf Warszawski, and later, Julian Marchlewski. The following month this group founded the
political  party,  Socjaldemokracja  Krolesta  Polskiego  (SDKP),  which,  in  1899,  through  the
incorporation of a Lithuanian group, became the SDKPiL.

[24] Historia ruchu spolecznego v drugiej polowie XVIII stulecia  (Lemberg:  1888);
and Historia ruchu spolecznego w XIX stulecia (Lemberg: 1890).

Rosa Luxemburg: The Polish Question and the Socialist Movement (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/misc/polish-question.htm

27 of 28 9/20/2018, 9:22 PM



[25] Class Struggle.

[26] Karl Kautsky, Finis Poloniae?, in Die Neue Zeit, 1895–1896, Vol.II.

[27] Cf. footnote 19.

[28] Die industrielle Politik Russlands in dessen polnischen Provinzen (Russia’s Industrial
Policy in its Polish Provinces) in Die Neue Zeit, 1893–1894, Vol.II.

[29] Ferdinand Lassalle, Herr Julian Schmidt der Literaturhistoriker (Julian Schmidt
the Historian of Literature), 1862.
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On January 22nd in Petersburg [January  9th  according  to  the  Russian  used  Julian  calender],  the  first  mass

revolutionary  rising  of  the  Russian  proletariat  against  absolutism  was  put  down

‘victoriously’  by  the  terrorist  government,  that  is,  it  was  drowned  in  the  blood  of

thousands  of  defenceless  workers,  in  the  blood  of  the  murdered  men,  women  and

children of the people [Bloody Sunday]. It is possible that – at least in Petersburg itself – a lull

in  the  revolutionary  movement  has  set  in.  The  tidal  wave  is  now  surging  from

Petersburg, from the north, down over the huge empire, and is  engulfing, one after

another,  all  the  great  industrial  cities  of  Russia.  Anyone  who  had  expected  the

revolution to triumph at one blow, anyone in Petersburg who, following the ‘victory’ of

the policy of blood and iron, might now wish to abandon himself, depending on whose

side  him  takes,  to  a  pessimistic  defeatism  or  to  a  premature  exultation  at  the

restoration of ‘order’ – such a person would only prove that the history of revolutions

with its inner iron laws has for him remained a sealed book.

It took an eternity – at least when measured against revolutionary impatience and

against the agony of the Russian people – for the fire of revolution to kindle into a

bright blaze beneath the centuries-old ice-coating of absolutism. It might and surely

will take a very long period of terrible struggles, alternating between popular victories

and defeats, exacting innumerable victims, before the bloodthirsty beast of absolutism

– dangerous still, even as it writhes in its death-throes – is beaten down once and for

all. We must make ready for a revolutionary epoch in Russia counted in years, not in

days and months, similar to the great French Revolution.

And yet, all lovers of civilization and freedom, that is, the international working class,
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can rejoice from the bottom of their hearts. The cause of freedom has now been won in

Russia; the cause of international reaction has now, on January 22nd, on the streets of

Petersburg, had its bloody Jena. For on this day the Russian proletariat burst on the

political  stage as  a  class  for  the  first  time;  for  the  first  time the only  power  which

historically is qualified and able to cast Tsarism into the dustbin and to raise the banner

of  civilization  in  Russia  and everywhere  has  appeared  on  the  scene  of  action.  The

guerrilla war against absolute power in Russia has lasted for almost a century. As early

in  1825,  there  was  a  revolt  in  Petersburg  instigated  by  the  sons  of  the  highest  of

aristocracy,  by  officers  attempting  to  shake  off  the  chains  of  despotism.  The

monuments  to  this  abortive  and cruelly  suppressed rising  can still  be  found in  the

snowfields of Siberia, where dozens of the noblest victims were buried for all eternity.

Secret  conspiratorial  societies  and  attempted  assassinations  increased  during  the

1850s,  but  again  ‘order’  and  terror  triumphed over  the  band of  desperate  fighters.

During the 1870s, a strong party of the revolutionary intelligentsia was formed which

aspired, with the support of the peasant masses, to bring about a political revolution by

means of  systematic,  terroristic  assassination attempts on the Tsar.  It  soon became

apparent, however, that the peasant masses of the time were an inert element and quite

unsuitable for revolutionary movements. Similarly, the assassination of the Tsar proved

to be a quite powerless weapon for doing away with Tsarism as a ruling system.

Following the defeat of the terrorist movement in Russia in the 1880s, both Russian

society  and  the  lovers  of  freedom  in  Western  Europe  were  seized  by  a  profound

defeatism.  The  ice-block  of  absolutism  appeared  to  be  unmovable  and  the  social

condition of Russia seemed hopeless. And yet precisely at this moment in Russia was

born the movement whose result was to be January 22nd of this year; that moment was

– Social Democracy.

From the 1860s and following its serious defeat in the Crimean war, Russian Tsarism

made a desperate attempt to transplant Western European capitalism into Russia. The

bankrupt  absolute  regime,  for  fiscal  and  military  purposes,  needed  railways  and

telegraphs, iron and coal, machines, cotton and cloth. The absolute regime nurtured

capitalism by all the methods of pillaging the people and by the most ruthless policy of

protective  tariff  –  and this  unconsciously  dug its  own grave.  It  lovingly  nursed the

exploiting capitalist class – and thus produced a proletariat outraged at exploitation

and suppression.

The role for which the peasantry had proved itself incapable became the historical

task of the urban, industrial working class in Russia, and this class became the pillar of

the  movement  for  freedom  and  revolution.  The  untiring  underground  work  of

enlightenment performed by Russian Social Democracy brought about in a few years

what a century of the most valiant revolts by the intelligentsia could not, namely the

Rosa Luxemburg: The Revolution in Russia (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/02/08.htm

2 of 3 9/20/2018, 9:23 PM



shaking of the foundations of the old stronghold of despotism.

All  the  oppositional  and  revolutionary  forces  in  Russian  society  can  now  make

themselves  felt:  the  elementary,  confused  outrage  of  the  peasant,  the  liberal

dissatisfaction of the progressive nobility, the thrust towards freedom of the educated

intelligentsia, of the professors, man of letters and lawyers. Based on the revolutionary

mass movement of the urban proletariat, and marching along behind it, they can all

lead a great army of fighting people, one people, against Tsarism. But the power and the

future  of  the  revolutionary  movement  lies  entirely  and  exclusively  in  the  class-

conscious Russian proletariat, since only they know what it is to sacrifice their lives by

the thousand on the battlefield of freedom. And though at first the leaders of the rising

might be chosen fortuitously, though the rising might be clouded outwardly by all kinds

of illusions and traditions – it is reality the results of the enormous amount of political

enlightenment which has been propagated invisibly among the Russian working class

in the past two years by Social-Democratic agitation.

In Russia, as in the whole world, the cause of freedom and social progress now lies

with the class-conscious proletariat. It is in very good hands!
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Part One

From the moment when the workers of our country and of Russia began to struggle

bravely against the Czarist Government and the capitalist exploiters, we notice more

and more often that the priests, in their sermons, come out against the workers who are

struggling. It is with extraordinary vigour that the clergy fight against the socialists and

try by all means to belittle them in the eyes of the workers. The believers who go to

church on Sundays and festivals are compelled, more and more often, to listen to a

violent political speech, a real indictment of Socialism, instead of hearing a sermon and

obtaining religious consolation there. Instead of comforting the people, who are full of

cares and wearied by their hard lives, who go to church with faith in Christianity, the

priests fulminate against the workers who are on strike, and against the opponents of

the  government;  further,  they  exhort  them  to  bear  poverty  and  oppression  with

humility and patience. They turn the church and the pulpit  into a place of  political

propaganda.

The workers can easily satisfy themselves that the struggle of the clergy against the
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Social-Democrats  is  in  no  way  provoked  by  the  latter.  The  Social-Democrats  have

placed themselves the objective of drawing together and organizing the workers in the

struggle against capital, that is to say, against the exploiters who squeeze them down to

the last drop of blood, and in the struggle against the Czarist government, which holds

the people to ransom. But never do the Social-Democrats drive the workers to fight

against clergy, or try to interfere with religious beliefs; not at all! The Social-Democrats,

those  of  the  whole  world  and of  our  own country,  regard  conscience  and personal

opinions as being sacred. Every man may hold what faith and what opinions seem likely

to him to ensure happiness. No one has the right to persecute or to attack the particular

religious opinion of others. That is what the socialists think. And it is for that reason,

among others, that the socialists rally all the people to fight against the Czarist regime,

which  is  continually  violating  men’s  consciences,  persecuting  Catholics,  Russian

Catholics,[1] Jews, heretics and freethinkers. It is precisely the Social-Democrats who

come out most strongly in favour of freedom of conscience. Therefore it would seem as

if the clergy ought to lend their to the Social-Democrats who are trying to enlighten the

toiling people. If we understand properly the teachings which the socialists bring to the

working class, the hatred of clergy towards them becomes still less understandable.

The Social-Democrats propose to put an end to the exploitation of the toiling people

by the rich. You would have that the servants of the Church would have been the first to

make this task easier for the Social-Democrats. Did Jesus Christ (whose servants the

priests are) teach that “it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than

for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven”?[2] The Social-Democrats try to bring

about in all countries social regimes based on the equality, liberty and fraternity of all

the citizens. If the clergy really desire that the principle “Love thy neighbour as thyself”

be applied in real life why do they not welcome keenly the propaganda of the Social

Democrats? The Social Democrats try, by a desperate struggle, by the education and

organization of the people, to draw them out of the downtrodden state in which they

now are and to offer a better future to their children. Everyone should admit, that at

this  point,  the  clergy  should bless  the  Social-Democrats,  for  did not  he  whom they

serve, Jesus Christ, say “That you do for the poor you do for me”?[3]

However we see the clergy on the one hand, excommunicating and persecuting the

Social-Democrats,  and,  on  the  other  hand,  commanding  the  workers  to  suffer  in

patience, that is, to let themselves patiently be exploited by the capitalists. The clergy

storm against  the  Social  Democrats,  exhort  the  workers  not  to  “revolt”  against  the

overlords, but to submit obediently to the oppression of this government which kills

defenceless  people,  which  sends  to  the  monstrous  butchery  of  the  war  millions  of

workers, which persecutes Catholics, Russian Catholics and “Old Believers”.[4] Thus, the

clergy, which makes itself the spokesman of the rich, the defender of exploitation and
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oppression, places itself in flagrant contradiction to the Christian doctrine. The bishops

and the priests are not the propagators of Christian teaching, but the worshippers of the

Golden Calf[5] and of the Knout which whips the poor and defenceless.

Again,  everyone knows  how the priests  themselves  make  profit  from the worker,

extract money out of him on the occasion of marriage, baptism or burial. How often has

it happened that the priest, called to the bedside of a sick man to administer the last

sacraments, refused to go there before he had been paid his “fee”? The worker goes

away in despair, to sell or pawn his last possession, so as to be able to give religious

consolation to his kindred.

It is true that we do meet churchmen of another kind. There exist some who are full

of goodness and pity and who do not seek gain; these are always ready to help the poor.

But we must admit these are indeed uncommon and that they can be regarded in the

same way as white blackbirds. The majority of priests, with beaming faces, bow and

scrape to  the rich and powerful,  silently  pardoning them for  every  depravity,  every

iniquity.  With  the  workers  the  clergy  behave  quite  otherwise:  they  think  only  of

squeezing them pity;  in harsh sermons they condemn the “covetess” of  the workers

when these latter do no more than defend themselves against the wrongs of capitalism.

The  glaring  contradiction  between  the  actions  of  the  clergy  and  teachings  of

Christianity must make everyone reflect. The workers wonder how it comes about that

the working class in its struggle for emancipation, finds in the servants of the Church,

enemies and not allies. How does it happen that the Church plays the role of a defence

of wealth and bloody oppression, instead of being the refuge of the exploited? In order

to understand this strange phenomenon, it is sufficicent to glance over the history of

the Church and to examine the evolution through which it has passed in the course of

the centuries.

Part Two

The Social-Democrats want to bring about the state of “communism”; that is chiefly

what the clergy have against them. First of all, it is striking to notice that the priests of

today who fight against “Communism” condemn in reality first Christian Apostles. For

these latter were nothing else than ardent communists.

The Christian religion developed, as is well known, in ancient Rome, in the period of

the  decline  of  the  Empire,  which  was  formerly  rich  and  powerful,  comprising  the

countries which today are Italy and Spain, part of France, part of Turkey, Palestine and

other  territories.  The  state  of  Rome at  the  time of  the  birth  of  Jesus  Christ  much
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resembled that of Czarist Russia. On one side there lived a handful of rich people in

idleness, enjoying luxury and every pleasure; on the other side was an enormous mass

of people rotting in poverty; above all, a despotic government, resting on violence and

corruption,  exerted  a  vile  oppression.  The  whole  Roman Empire  was  plunged  into

complete disorder, ringed round by threatening external foes; the unbridled soldiery in

power practised its cruelties on the wretched populace; the countryside was deserted,

the land lay waste;  the cities,  and especially Rome, the capital,  were filled with the

poverty stricken who raised their eyes, full of hate, to the palaces of the rich; the people

were without bread, without shelter, without clothing, without hope, and without the

possibility of emerging from their poverty.

There is only one difference between Rome in her decadence and the Empire of the

Czars; Rome knew nothing of capitalism; heavy industry did not exist there. At that

time slavery was the accepted order of things in Rome. Noble families, the rich, the

financiers, satisfied all their needs by putting to work the slaves with which war had

supplied them. In the course of time these rich people had laid hands on nearly all the

provinces of Italy by stripping the Roman peasantry of their land. As they appropriated

cereals in all the conquered provinces as tribute without cost, they profited thereby to

lay out on their  own estates,  magnificent plantations, vineyards, pastures, orchards,

and rich gardens, cultivated by armies of slaves working under the whip of the overseer.

The people of the country-side, robbed of land and bread, flowed from all the provinces

into the capital. But there they were in no better a position to earn a livelihood, for all

the trades were carried on by slaves. Thus there was formed in Rome a numerous army

of those who possessed nothing – the proletariat[6] – having not even the possibility of

selling their labour power. This proletariat,  coming from the countryside, could not,

therefore,  be  absorbed  by  industrial  enterprises  as  is  the  case  today;  they  became

victims of hopeless poverty and were reduced to beggary. This numerous popular mass,

starving without work, crowding the suburbs and open spaces and streets of  Rome,

conuted a permanent danger to the government and the possessing classes. Therefore,

the government found itself compelled in its own interest to relieve the poverty. From

time to time it distributed to the proletariat corn and other foodstuffs stored in the

warehouses of the State. Further, to make the people forget their hardships it offered

them free circus shows. Unlike the proletariat of our time, which maintains the whole of

society by its labours, the enormous proletariat of Rome existed on charity.

It was the wretched slaves, treated like beasts, who worked for Roman society. In this

chaos of poverty and degradation, the handful of Roman magnates spent their time in

orgies and debauchery. There was no way out of these monstrous social conditions. The

proletariat grumbled, and threatened from time to time to rise in revolt, but a class of

beggars, living on crumbs thrown from the table of the lords, could not establish a new
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social order. Further, the slaves who maintained by their labour the whole of society

were too down-trodden, too dispersed, too crushed under the yoke, treated as beasts

and lived too isolated from the other classes to be able to transform society. They often

revolted against their masters, tried to liberate themselves by bloody battles, every time

the Roman army crushed these revolts, massacring the slaves in thousands and putting

them to death on cross.

In this crumbling society, where there existed no way out of their tragic situation for

the people, no hope of a better life, the wretched turned to Heaven to seek salvation

there.  The  Christian  religion  appeared  to  these  unhappy  beings  as  a  life-belt,  a

consolation and an encouragement, and became, right from the beginning, the religion

of  the  Roman  proletarians.  In  conformity  with  the  material  position  of  the  men

belonging to this  class,  the  first  Christians put forward the demand for property  in

common -  communism.  What  could  be  more natural?  The  people  lacked  means of

subsistence and were dying of poverty. A religion which defended the people demanded

that the rich should share with the poor the riches which ought to belong to all and not

to a handful of  privileged people; a religion which preached the equality of all  men

would have great  success.  However,  this  had nothing in  common with the demand

which the Social-Democrats put forward today with a view to making into common

property the instruments of work, the means of production, in order that all humanity

may work and live in harmonious unity.

We have been able to observe that the Roman proletarians did not live by working,

but from the alms which the government doled out. So the demand of the Christians for

collective  property  did  not  relate  to  the  means  of  production,  but  the  means  of

consumption. They did not demand that the land, the workshops and the instruments

of work should become collective property, but only that everything should be divided

up among them, houses, clothing, food and finished products most necessary to life.

The Christian communists took good care not to enquire into the origin of these riches.

The work of production always fell upon the slaves. The Christian people desired only

that those who possessed the wealth should embrace the Christian religion and should

make their riches common property, in order that all might enjoy these good things in

equality and fraternity.

It  was indeed in  this  way that  the first  Christian communities were organized.  A

contemporary wrote,

"“these do not believe in fortunes, but they preach collective property and no one among

them possesses more than the others. He who wishes to enter their order is obliged to put

his fortune into their common property. That is why there is amoung them neither poverty

nor luxury – all possessing all in common like brothers. They do not live in a city apart, but

in each they have houses for themselves. If any stangers belonging to their religion come
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there, they share their property with them, and they can benefit from it as if it their own.

Those people, even if previously unknown to each other, welcome one another, and their

relations are very friendly. When travelling they carry nothing but a weapon for defence

against robbers. In each city they have their steward, who distributes clothing and food to

the travellers. Trade does not exist among them. However, if one of the members offers to

another some object which he needs, he receives some other objects in exchange. But each

can demand what he needs even if he can give nothing in exchange.”

We read in the Acts of the Apostles (4:32, 34, 35) the following description of the first

community  at  Jerusalem:  “no-one  regarded  as  being  his  what  belonged  to  him;

everything was in common. Those who possessed lands or houses, after having sold

them, brought the proceeds and laid them at the feet of the Apostles. And to each was

distributed according to his needs.”

In 1780, the German historian Vogel wrote nearly the same about the first Christians:

“According to the rule, every Christian had the right to the property of all the members of

the community; in case of want, he could demand that the richer members should divide

their  fortune  with  him according to  his  needs.  Every  Christian could  make use  of  the

property of his brothers; the Christians who possessed anything had not the right to refuse

that their brothers should use it. Thus, the Christian who had no house could demand from

him who had two or three to take him in; the owner kept only his own house to himself.

But because of the community of enjoyment of goods, housing accommodation had to be

given to him who had none.”

Money was placed in a common chest and a member of the society, specially appointed

for this purpose, divided the collective fortune among all. But this was not all. Among

the  early  Christians,  communism  was  pressed  so  far  that  they  took  their  meals  in

common (see the Acts of the Apostles). Their family life was therefore done away with;

all the Christian families in one city lived together, like one single large family.

To finish, let us add that certain priests attack the Social Democrats on the ground

that we are for the community of women. Obviously, this is simply a huge lie, arising

from the ignorance or the anger of the clergy. The Social-Democrats consider that as a

shameful and bestial distortion of marriage. And yet this practice was usual among the

first Christians.[7]

Part Three

Thus  the  Christians  of  the  First  and  Second  Centuries  were  fervent  supporters  of

communism. But this communism was based on the consumption of finished products

and not on work, and proved itself incapable of reforming society, of putting an end to
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the inequality between men and throwing down the barrier which separated rich from

poor. For, exactly as before, the riches created by labour came back to a restricted group

of  possessors,  because  the  means  of  production  (especially  the  land)  remained

individual property, because the labour – for the whole society – was furnished by the

slaves.  The  people,  deprived  of  means  of  subsistence,  only  received  only  alms,

according to the good pleasure of the rich.

While some, a handful (in proportion to the mass of the people), possess exclusively

for their own use all  the arable lands, forests and pastures, farm animals and farm

buildings,  all  the  workshops,  tools  and  materials  of  production,  and  others,  the

immense majority, possess nothing at all that is indispensable in production, there can

be no question whatever of equality between men. In such conditions society evidently

finds itself divided into two classes, the rich and the poor, those of luxury and poverty.

Suppose, for example, that the rich proprietors, influenced by the Christian doctrine,

offered to share up between the people all the riches which they possessed in the form

of money, cereals, fruit, clothing and animals, what would the result be? Poverty would

disappear for several weeks and during this the time the populace would be able to feed

and clothe themselves. But the finished products are quickly used up. After  a short

lapse of time, the people, having consumed the distributed riches, would once again

have empty hands. The proprietors of the land and the instruments of production could

produce more, thanks to the labour power provided by the slaves, so nothing would be

changed. Well, here is why the Social-Democrats consider these things differently from

the Christian communists. They say, “We do not want the rich to share with the poor:

we do not want either charity or alms; neither being able to prevent the recurrence of

inequality between men. It is by no means a sharing out between the rich and the poor

which we demand, but the complete suppression of rich and poor”. This is possible on

the condition that the source of all wealth, the land, in common with all other means of

production  and  instruments  of  work,  shall  become  the  collective  property  of  the

working people which will produce for itself, according to the needs of each. The early

Christians believed that they could remedy the poverty of the proletariat by means of

the riches offered by the possessors. That would be to draw water in a sieve! Christian

communism  was  not  only  incapable  of  changing  or  of  improving  the  economic

situation, and it did not last.

At the beginning, when the followers of  the new Saviour constituted only a small

group in Roman society, the sharing of the common stock, the meals in common and

the living under the same roof were practicable. But as the number of Christians spread

over  the  territory  of  the  Empire,  this  communal  life  of  its  adherents  became more

difficult.  Soon there  disappeared  the  custom of  common meals  and the  division of

goods took on a different aspect. The Christians no longer lived like one family; each

Rosa Luxemburg: Socialism and the Churches (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/misc/socialism-church...

7 of 21 9/20/2018, 9:23 PM



took charge of his own property, and they no longer offered the whole of their goods to

the community, but only the superfluity. The gifts of the richer of them to the general

body,  losing  their  character of  participation in  a  common life,  soon became simple

almsgiving, since the rich Christians no longer made any use of the common property,

and put at the service of the others only a part of what they had, while this part might

be greater or smaller according to the good will of the donor. Thus in the very heart of

Christian  communism  appeared  the  difference  between  the  rich  and  the  poor,  a

difference analogous to that which reigned in the Roman Empire and against which the

early Christians had fought. Soon it was only the poor Christians – and the proletarian

ones – who took part in the communal meals; the rich having offered a part of their

plenty, held themselves apart. The poor lived from the alms tossed to them by the rich,

and society again became what it had been. The Christians had changed nothing.

The Fathers of the Church struggled for a long time, yet, with burning words, against

this penetration of social inequality into the Christian community, scourging the rich

and exhorting them to return to the communism of the early Apostles.

Saint Basil, in the fourth century after Christ, preached thus against the rich:

“Wretches,  how will  you justify  yourselves before the Heavenly Judge? You say to me,

‘What is our fault, when we keep what belongs to us?’ I ask you, ‘How did you get that

which you called your  property?  How do the possessors  become rich,  if  not  by  taking

possession of things belong to all? If everyone took only what he strictly needed leaving the

rest to others, there would be neither rich nor poor’.”

It was St. John Chrysostom, patriarch of Constantinople, (born at Antioch in 347, died

in exile in Armenia in 407), who preached most ardently to the Christians the return to

the first communism of the Apostles. This celebrated preacher, in his 11th Homily on

the Acts of the Apostles, said:

“And there was a great charity among them (the Apostles): none was poor among them.

None considered as  being  as  being his  what  belonged to  him, all  their  riches  were  in

common ... a great charity was in all of them. This charity consisted in that there were no

poor among them, so much did those who had possessions hasten to strip themselves of

them. They not divide their fortunes into two parts, giving one and keeping the other back:

they gave what they had. So there was no inequality between them; they all lived in great

abundance.  Everything was done with the greatest  reverence.  What they  gave was not

passed  from  the  hand  of  the  giver  to  that  of  the  recipient;  their  gifts  were  without

ostentation; they brought their goods to the feet of the apostles who became the controllers

and masters of them and who used them from then on as the goods of the community and

no longer as the property of individuals. By that means they cut short any attempt to get

vain glory. Ah! Why have these traditions been lost? Rich and poor, we should all profit

from these pious usages and we should both feel the same pleasure from conforming to

them. The rich would not impoverish themselves when laying down their possessions, and

the poor would be enriched…But let us try to give an exact idea of what should be done ...
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“Now,  let  us  suppose  –  and  neither  rich  nor  poor  need  be  alarmed,  for  I  am  just

supposing – let us suppose that we sell all that belongs to us to put the proceeds into a

common pool. What sums of gold would be piled up! I cannot say exactly how much that

would make: but if all among us, without distinction between the sexes were to bring here

their treasures, if they were to sell their fields, their properties, their houses – I do not

speak of slaves for there were none in the Christian community, and those who were there

became  free  –  perhaps,  I  say  if  everyone  did  the  same,  we  would  reach  hundreds  of

thousands of pounds of gold, millions, enormous values.

“Well!  How  many  people  do  you  think  there  are  living  in  this  city?  How  many

Christians? Would you agree that there are a hundred thousand? The rest being made up

of Jews and Gentiles. How many should we not unite together? Now, if you count up the

poor, what do you find? Fifty thousand needy people at the most. What would be needed to

feed them each day? I estimate that the expense would not be excessive, if the supply and

the eating of the food were organized in common.

“You will say, perhaps, ‘But what will become of us when these goods are used up?’ So

what!  Would  that  ever  happen?  Would  not  the  grace  of  God  be  a  thousand  times

abundant? Would we not be making a heaven on earth?”

If formerly this community of goods existed among three to five thousand faithful and

had such good results and did away with poverty amidst them, what would not result in

such  a  great  multitude  as  this?  And among  the  pagans  themselves  who  would  not

hasten to increase the common treasure? Wealth which is owned by a number of people

is  much more  easily  and quickly  spent;  the  diffusion  of  ownership  is  the  cause  of

poverty. Let us take as an example a household composed of a husband, a wife and ten

children, the wife being occupied in weaving wool, the husband in bringing in the wages

of his work outside; tell me in which case this family would spend more; if they live

together in common, or lived separately. Obviously, if they lived separately. Ten houses,

ten tables, ten servants, and ten special allowances would be needed for the children if

they were separated. What do you do, indeed if you have many slaves? Is it not true,

that, in order to keep expenses down, you feed them at a common table? The division is

a cause of impoverishment; concord and the unity of wills is a cause of riches.

In the monasteries,  they still  live as in the early Church. And who dies of hunger

there? Who has not found enough to eat there? Yet the men of our times fear living that

way more than they fear falling into the sea! Why have we not tried it? We would fear it

less. What a good act that would be! If a few of the faithful, hardly eight thousand dared

in  the  face  of  a  whole  world,  where  they  have  nothing  but  enemies,  to  make  a

courageous attempt to live in common, without any outside help, how much more could

we do it today, now that there are Christians throughout the whole world? Would there

remain one single Gentile? Not one. I believe. We would attract them all and win them

to us.”[8]
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These ardent sermons of St. John Chrysostom were in vain. Men no longer tried to

establish communism either at Constantinople or anywhere else. At the same time as

Christianity  expanded  and  became,  at  Rome  after  the  4th  Century,  the  dominant

religion,  the  faithful  went  further  and  further  away  from  the  example  of  the  first

Apostles. Even within the Christian community itself, the inequality of goods between

the faithful increased.

Again, in the 6th Century, Gregory the Great said:

“It is by no means enough not to steal the property of others; you are in error if you keep to

yourself the wealth which God has created for all. He who does not give to others what he

possesses is a murderer, a killer; when he keeps for his own use what would provide for the

poor, one can say that he is slaying all those who could have lived from his plenty; when we

share with those who are suffering, we do not give what belongs to us, but what belongs to

them. This is not an act of pity, but the payment of a debt.”

These appeals remained fruitless. But the fault was by no means with the Christians of

those days, who were indeed, more responsive to the words of the Fathers of the Church

than are the Christians of today. This was not the first time in the history of humanity

that economic conditions have shown themselves to be stronger than fine speeches.

The  communism,  this  community  of  the  consumption  of  goods,  which  the  early

Christians  proclaimed,  could  not  be  brought  into  existence  without  the  communal

labour of the whole population, on the land, as common property, as well as in the

communal  workshops.  At  the  period  of  the  early  Christians,  it  was  impossible  to

inaugurate  communal  labour  (with  communal  means  of  production)  because  as  we

have already stated, the labour rested, not upon free men, but upon the slaves, who

lived on the edge of society.  Christianity did not undertake to abolish the inequality

between the labour of different men, nor between their property. And that is why its

efforts to suppress the unequal distribution of consumption goods did not work. The

voices of the Fathers of the Church proclaiming Communism found no echo: Besides,

these voices soon became less and less frequent and finally fell silent altogether. The

Fathers of the Church ceased to preach the community, and the dividing up of goods,

because the growth of the Christian community, produced fundamental changes within

the Church itself.

Part Four

In the beginning, when the number of Christians was small, the clergy did not exist in

the  proper  sense  of  the  word.  The  faithful,  who  formed  an  independent  religious

community,  united  together  in  each  city.  They  elected  a  member  responsible  for
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conducting the service of God and carrying out the religious rites. Every Christian could

become the bishop or prelate. These functions were elective, subject to recall, honorary

and carried no power other than that which the community gave of its own free will.[9]

In proportion as the number of  the faithful increased and the communities became

more numerous and richer, to run the business of the community and to hold office

became an occupation which demanded a great deal of time and full concentration. As

the office-bearers could not carry out these tasks at the same time as following their

private employment, the custom grew up of electing from among the members of the

community,  an  ecclesiastic  who  was  exclusively  entrusted  with  these  functions.

Therefore,  these  employees  of  the  community  had  to  be  paid  for  their  exclusive

devotion to its affairs. Thus there formed within the Church a new order of employees

of the Church, which separated itself from the main body of the faithful, the clergy.

Parallel with the inequality between rich and poor, there arose another inequality, that

between the clergy and the people. The ecclesiastics, at first elected among equals with

a view to performing a temporary function raised themselves to form a caste which

ruled over the people.

The more numerous the Christian communities became in the cities of the enormous

Roman Empire, the more the Christians, persecuted by the government, felt the need to

unite to gain strength. The communities, scattered over all the territory of the Empire,

therefore organized themselves into one single Church. This unification was already a

unification of the clergy and not of the people. From the 4th Century, the ecclesiastics of

the communities met together in Councils. The first council took place at Nicaea in 325.

In this way there was formed the clergy, an order apart and separated from the people.

The bishops of the stronger and richer communities took the lead at the Councils. That

is why the Bishop of Rome soon placed himself at the head of the whole of Christianity

and became the Pope. Thus an abyss separated the clergy, divided up in the hierarchy,

from the people.

At  the  same  time,  the  economic  relations  between  the  people  and  the  clergy

underwent a great change. Before the formation of this order, all that the rich members

of the Church offered to the common property belonged to the poor people. Afterwards,

a great part of the funds was spent on paying the clergy and running the Church. When,

in the 4th Century, Christianity was protected by the government and was recognized at

Rome as being the dominant religion, the persecutions of the Christians ended, and the

services were no longer carried on in catacombs, or in modest halls, but in Churches

which began to be more and more magnificently built. These expenses thus reduced the

funds intended for the poor. Already, in the 5th Century, the revenues of the Church

were divided into four parts; the first for the bishop, the second for the minor clergy,

the third for the  upkeep of  the  Church,  and it  was  only  the fourth part  which was
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distributed among the needy. The poor Christian population received therefore a sum

equal to what the Bishop received for himself alone.

In  course  of  time the  habit  was  lost  of  giving  to  the  poor  a  sum determined in

advance. Moreover, as the higher clergy gained in importance, the faithful no longer

had contol over the property of the Church. The Bishops gave to the poor according to

their good pleasure. The people received alms from their own clergy. But that is not all.

At the beginning of Christianity, the faithful made goodwill offerings to the common

stock. As soon as the Christian religion became a State religion, the clergy demanded

that gifts must be brought by the poor as well as by the rich. From the 6th century, the

clergy imposed a special tax, the tithe (tenth part of the crops), which had to be paid to

the Church. This tax crushed the people like a heavy burden; in the course of the Middle

Ages it became a real  scourge to the peasants oppressed by serfdom. The tithe was

levied on every piece of land, on every property. But it was always the serf who paid it

by his labour. Thus the poor people not only lost the help and support of the Church,

but they saw the priests ally themselves with their other exploiters: princes, nobles,

moneylenders. In the Middle Ages, while the working people sank into poverty through

serfdom,  the  Church  grew  richer  and  richer.  Beside  the  tithe  and  other  taxes,  the

Church benefited at this period from great donations, legacies made by rich debauchees

of both sexes who wished to make up, at the last moment, for their life of sin. They gave

and made over to the Church, money, houses, entire villages with their serfs, and often

ground-rents or customary labour dues (corvées).

In  this  way  the  Church  acquired  enormous wealth.  At  the  same time,  the  clergy

ceased to be the “administrator” of the wealth which the Church had entrusted it. It

openly declared in the 12th Century, by formulating a law which it said came from Holy

Scripture, that the wealth of the Church belongs not to the faithful but is the individual

property  of  the  clergy  and  of  its  chief  the  Pope,  above  all.  Ecclesiastical  positions

therefore  offered  the  best  opportunities  to  obtain  large  revenue.  Each  ecclesiastic

disposed of the property of the Church as if it were his own and largely endowed from it

his relatives, sons and grandsons. By this means the goods of the Church were pillaged

and disappeared into the hands of the families of the clergy. For that reason, the Popes

declared themselves to be the sovereign proprietors of the fortunes of the Church and

ordained  the  celibacy  of  the  clergy,  in  order  to  keep  it  intact  and to  prevent  their

patrimony from being dispersed. Celibacy was decreed in the 11th Century, but it was

not put into practice until the 13th Century, in view of the opposition of the clergy.

Further to prevent the dispersal  of the Church’s wealth, in 1297 Pope Boniface VIII

forbade ecclesiastics to make a present of their incomes to laymen, without permission

of the Pope. Thus the Church accumulated enormous wealth, especially in arable lands,

and the clergy of all Christian countries became the most important landed proprietor.
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It often possessed a third, or more than a third of all the lands of the country!

The peasant people paid not only the labour dues (corvée) but the tithe as well and

that not only on the lands of the princes and the nobles but on enormous tracts where

they worked directly for the bishops, archbishops, parsons and convents. Among all the

mighty lords of feudal times the Church appeared as the greatest exploiter of all. In

France for example at the end of the 18th century before the Great Revolution the clergy

possessed the fifth part of all  the territory of the country with an annual income of

about 100 million francs. The tithes paid by the proprietors amounted to 23 million.

This  sum  went  to  fatten  2,800  prelates  and  bishops,  5,600  superiors  and  priors,

60,000  parsons  and  curates,  and  24,000  monks  and  26,000  nuns  who  filled  the

cloisters.

This army of priests was freed from taxation and from the requirement to perform

military service. In times of “calamity” – war, bad harvest, epidemics – the Church paid

to the State Treasury a “voluntary” tax which never exceeded 16 million francs.

The clergy, thus privileged, formed, with the nobility, a class living on the blood and

sweat  of  the  serfs.  The high posts  in  the  Church,  and those  which paid  best,  were

distributed  only  to  the  nobles  and  remained  within  the  hands  of  the  nobility.

Consequently, in the period of serfdom, the clergy was the faithful ally of the nobility,

giving it support and helping it to oppress the people, to whom it offered nothing but

sermons, according to which they should remain humble and resign themselves to their

lot. When the country and town proletariat rose up against oppression and serfdom, it

found in the clergy a ferocious opponent. It is also true even within the Church itself

there existed two classes: the higher clergy who engulfed all the wealth and the great

mass of the country parsons whose modest livings brought in no more than 500 francs

to 2,000 francs a year. Therefore this unprivileged class revolted against the superior

clergy and in 1789, during the Great Revolution, it joined up with the people to fight

against the power of the lay and ecclesiastical nobility.

Part Five

Thus were the relations between the Church and the people modified with the passage

of  time.  Christianity  began as a  message of  consolation to the disinherited and the

wretched. It brought a doctrine which combated social inequality and the antagonism

between rich and poor; it taught the community of riches. Soon this temple of equality

and fraternity became a new source of social antagonisms. Having given up the struggle

against individual property which was formerly carried on by the early Apostles, the
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clergy itself  gathered riches together, it  allied itself  with the possessing classes who

lived by exploiting the labour of the toiling class. In feudal times the Church belonged

to the nobility, the ruling class, and fiercely defended the power of the latter against

revolution. At the end of the 18th Century and the beginning of the 19th Century, the

people of Central Europe swept away serfdom and the privileges of the nobility. At that

time, the Church allied itself afresh with the dominant classes – with the industrial and

commercial  bourgeoisie.  Today,  the situation has  changed and the clergy  no longer

possess great estates, but they own capital which they try to make productive by the

exploitation of the people through commerce and industry, as do the capitalists.

The Catholic Church in Austria possessed, according to its own statistics, a capital of

more than 813 million crowns,[10]  of which 300 million were in arable lands and in

property,  387 million  of  debentures,  and,  further,  it  lent  at  interest  the  sum of  70

million to factory owners and businessmen. And that is how the Church, adapting itself

to modern times, changed itself into an industrial and commercial capitalist from being

a feudal overlord. As formerly, it continues to collaborate with the class which enriches

itself at the expense of the rural proletariat.

This  change  is  even  more  striking  in  the  organisation  of  convents.  In  certain

countries, such as Germany and Russia, the Catholic cloisters have been suppressed for

a long time. But where they still exist, in France, Italy and Spain, all evidence points

how enormous is the part played by the Church in the capitalist regime.

In the Middle Ages the convents were the refuge of the people. It was there that they

sought shelter from the severity of lords and princes; it was there that they found food

and  protection  in  case  of  extreme  poverty.  The  cloisters  did  not  refuse  bread  and

nourishment to the hungry. Let us not forget, especially, that the Middle Ages knew

nothing  of  the  commerce  such  as  is  usual  in  our  days.  Every  farm,  every  convent

produced in abundance for itself, thanks to the labour of the serfs and the craftsmen.

Often the provisions in reserve found no outlet. When they had produced more corn,

more vegetables, more wood than was needed for the consumption of the monks, the

excess had no value. There was no buyer for it and not all products could be preserved.

In these conditions, the convents freely looked after their poor, in any case offering

them only a small part of what has been extracted from their serfs. (This was the usual

custom in this period and nearly every farm belonging to the nobility acted similarly.)

In fact the cloisters profited considerably from this benevolence; having the reputation

of opening their doors to the poor, they received large gifts and legacies from the rich

and powerful. With the appearance of capitalism and production for exchange, every

object acquired a price and became exchangeable. At this moment the convents, the

houses of the lords, and the ecclesiastics ceased their benefactions. The people found no

Rosa Luxemburg: Socialism and the Churches (1905) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1905/misc/socialism-church...

14 of 21 9/20/2018, 9:23 PM



refuge anywhere. Here is one reason, among others, why at the beginning of capitalism,

in the 18th Century, when the workers were not yet organised to defend their interests,

there appeared poverty so appalling that humanity seemed to have gone back to the

days of the decades of the Roman Empire. But while the Catholic Church in former

times  undertook  to  bring  help  to  the  Roman  proletariat  by  the  preaching  of

communism,  equality  and  fraternity,  in  the  capitalist  period  it  acted  in  a  wholly

different fashion. It sought above all to profit from the poverty of the people; to put

cheap labour to work. The convents became literally hells of capitalist exploitation, all

the worse because they took in the labour of women and children. The law case against

the Convent of the Good Shepherd in France in 1903 gave a resounding example of

these abuses. Little girls, 12, 10 and 9 years old were compelled to work in abominable

conditions, without rest, ruining their eyes and their health, and were badly nourished

and subjected to prison discipline.

At present the convents are almost entirely suppressed in France and the Church

loses the opportunity of direct capitalist exploitation. The tithe, the scourge of the serfs,

has likewise long since been abolished. This does not stop the clergy from extorting

money  from  the  working  class  by  other  methods  and  particularly  through  masses,

marriages,  burials  and  baptisms.  And  the  governments  which  support  the  clergy

compel the people to pay their tribute. Further, in all countries, except the USA and

Switzerland,  where  religion  is  a  personal  matter,  the  Church  draws  from the  State

enormous sums which obviously come from the hard labour of the people. For instance,

in France the expenditure of the clergy amounts to 40 million francs a year.[11]

To  sum  up,  it  is  the  labour  of  millions  of  exploited  people,  which  assures  the

existence  of  the  Church,  the  government,  and  the  capitalist  class.  The  statistics

concerning the revenue of the Church in Austria give an idea of the considerable wealth

of the Church, which was formerly the refuge of the poor. Five years ago (that is, in

1900) its annual revenues amounted to 60 million crowns, and its expenditure did not

exceed 35 million. Thus, in the course of a single year, it “put aside” 25 million – at the

cost of the sweat and blood shed by the workers. Here are a few details about that sum:

The Archbishopric of Vienna, with an annual revenue of 300,000 crowns and the

expenses  of  which  were  not  more  than half  of  that  sum,  made  150,000 crowns  of

“savings” a  year;  the  fixed capital  of  the  Archbishopric  amounts  to  about  7  million

crowns. The Archbishopric of Prague enjoys an income of over half a million and has

about  300,000  in  expenses;  its  capital  reaches  nearly  11  million  crowns.  The

Archbishopric  of  Olomouc  (Olmutz)  has  over  half  a  million  in  revenue  and  about

400,000 in expenses; its fortune exceeds 14 million. The subordinate clergy which so

often pleads poverty exploits the population no less. The annual incomes of the parish
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priests of Austria reach more than 35 million crowns, the expenses 21 million only, with

the  result  that  the  “savings”  of  the  parsons  yearly  reach  14  million.  The  parish

properties make up over 450 million. Finally, the convents of five years ago possessed,

with all expenses deducted, a “net revenue” of 5 million a year. These riches grew every

year, while the poverty of the toilers exploited by capitalism and by the state grew from

year to year. In our country and everywhere else, the state of things is exactly as in

Austria.

Part Six

After having briefly reviewed the history of the Church, we cannot be surprised that the

clergy supports the Czarist  government and the capitalists  against the revolutionary

workers who fight  for a better future. The class-conscious workers organised in the

Social-Democratic Party, fight to bring into reality the idea of social equality and of

fraternity among men, the object which was formerly that of the Christian Church.

Nonetheless, equality cannot be realised either in a society based on slavery nor in a

society based on serfdom; it becomes capable of being realised in our present period,

that  is,  the  regime  of  industrial  capitalism.  What  the  Christian  Apostles  could  not

accomplish  by  their  ardent  discourses  against  the  egoism  of  the  rich,  the  modern

proletarians, workers conscious of their class-position, can start working in the near

future, by the conquest of political power in all countries by tearing the factories, the

land, and all the means of production from the capitalists to make them the communal

property of  the workers.  The communism which the Social-Democrats have in view

does not consist of the dividing up, between beggars and rich and lazy, of the wealth

produced by slaves  and serfs,  but  in  honest,  common,  united work  and the honest

enjoyment of the common fruits of that work. Socialism does not consist of generous

gifts  made by  the rich to  the poor,  but  in the total  abolition of  the  very  difference

between rich and poor, by compelling all alike to work according to their capacity by the

suppression of the exploitation of man by man.

For the purpose of establishing the Socialist order, the workers organise themselves

in the workers’ Social-Democratic Party which pursues this aim. And that is why the

Social-Democracy and the workers’ movement meets with the ferocious hatred of the

possessing classes which live at the expense of the workers.

The enormous riches piled up by the Church without any effort on its part, come from

the exploitation and the poverty of the labouring people. The wealth of the archbishops

and bishops, the convents and the parishes, the wealth of the factory-owners and the
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traders and the landed proprietors are bought at the price of the inhuman exertions of

the workers of  town and country.  For what  can be the only  origin  of  the  gifts  and

legacies which the very rich lords make to the Church? Obviously not the labour of their

hands and the sweat of their brows, but the exploitation of the workers who toil for

them;  serfs  yesterday  and  wage-workers  today.  Further,  the  allowance  which  the

governments today make to the clergy come from the State Treasury, made up in the

greater part from the taxes wrung from the popular masses. The clergy, no less than the

capitalist  class,  lives  on  the  backs  of  the  people,  profits  from  the  degradation,  the

ignorance and the oppression of the people. The clergy and the parasitic capitalists hate

the organised working-class, conscious of its rights, which fights for the conquest of its

liberties.  For  the  abolition  of  capitalist  mix-rule  and  the  establishment  of  equality

between men would strike  a  mortal  blow especially  at  the  clergy  which exists  only

thanks  to  exploitation  and  poverty.  But  above  all,  Socialism  aims  at  assuring  to

humanity an honest and solid happiness here below, to give to the people the greatest

possible education and the first place in Society. It is precisely this happiness here on

earth which the servants of the Church fear like the plague.

The capitalists have shaped with hammer blows the bodies of the people in chains of

poverty and slavery. Parallel to this the clergy, helping the capitalists and serving their

own needs enchain the mind of the people, hold it down in crass ignorance, for they

well  understand  that  education  would  put  an  end  to  their  power.  Well,  the  clergy

falsifying  the  early  teaching  of  Christianity,  which  had  as  its  object  the  earthly

happiness of the lowly, tries today to persuade the toilers that the suffering and the

degradation which they endure come not from a defective social structure, but from

heaven,  from  the  will  of  “Providence”.  Thus  the  Church  kills  in  the  workers  the

strength, the hope, and the will for a better future, kills their faith in themselves and

their  self-respect.  The  priests  of  today,  with  their  false  and  poisonous  teachings,

continually  maintain  the  ignorance  and  degradation  of  the  people.  Here  are  some

irrefutable proofs.

In the countries where the Catholic clergy enjoys great power over the minds of the

people,  in  Spain  and  in  Italy  for  instance,  the  people  are  held  down  in  complete

ignorance.  Drunkenness and crime flourish there.  For example,  let  us compare two

provinces of Germany, Bavaria and Saxony. Bavaria is an agricultural state where the

population is preponderantly under the influence of the Catholic clergy. Saxony is an

industrialised  state  where  the  Social-Democrats  play  a  large  part  in  the  life  of  the

workers. They win the Parliamentary elections in nearly all the constituencies, a reason

why the bourgeoisie  shows its  hatred for this  “Red” Social-Democrat Province. And

what do we see? The official statistics show that the number of crimes committed in

ultra-Catholic Bavaria is relatively much higher than that in “Red Saxony”. We see that
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in 1898, out of every 100,000 inhabitants there were:

Bavaria  Saxony 

Robbery with Violence 204 185

Assault and Battery 296   72

Perjury     4     1

A wholly similar situation is found when we compare the record of crime in priest-

dominated  Possen  with  that  in  Berlin,  where  the  influence  of  Social-Democracy  is

greater. In the course of the year, we see for every 100,000 inhabitants in Possen, 232

cases of assault and battery, and in Berlin 172 only.

In the Papal City, in Rome during one single month of the year 1869 (the last year but

one of the temporal power of the Popes), there were condemned: 279 for murder, 728

for  assault  and battery,  297 for  robbery  and 21  for  arson.  These  are  the  results  of

clerical domination over the poverty-stricken people.

This does not mean to say that the clergy directly incite people to crime. Quite the

contrary, in their sermons the priests often condemn theft, robbery, and drunkenness.

But men do not steal, rob, or get drunk at all because they like to do so or insist upon it.

It is poverty and ignorance that are the causes of it. Therefore, he who keeps alive the

ignorance and poverty of the people, he who kills their will and energy to act out of this

situation, he who puts all sorts of obstacles in the way of those who try to educate the

proletariat, he is responsible for these crimes just as if he were an accomplice.

The situation in the mining areas of Catholic Belgium was similar until recently. The

Social-Democrats  went  there.  Their  vigorous  appeal  to  the  unhappy  and  degraded

workers sounded through the country: “Worker, lift yourself up! Do not rob, do not get

drunk, do not lower your head in despair! Read, teach yourself! Join up with your class

brothers in the organisation, fight against the exploiters who maltreat you! You will

emerge from poverty, you will become a man!”

Thus the Social-Democrats everywhere lift up the people and strengthen those who

lose  hope,  rally  the  weak  into  a  powerful  organisation.  They  open  the  eyes  of  the

ignorant and show them the way of equality, of liberty and of love for our neighbours.

On the other hand, the servants of  the Church bring to the people only words of

humiliation  and  discouragement.  And,  if  Christ  were  to  appear  on  earth  today,  he

would surely attack the priests, the bishops and archbishops who defend the rich and

live by exploiting the unfortunate,  as  formerly he attacked the merchants  whom he

drove from the temple so that their ignoble presence should not defile the House of
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God.

That  is  why  there  has  broken  out  a  desperate  struggle  between  the  clergy,  the

supporters of oppression and the Social-Democrats, the spokesmen of liberation. Is this

fight not to be compared with that of the dark night and the rising sun? Because the

priests are not capable of combating socialism by means of intelligence or truth, they

have  recourse  to  violence  and wickedness.  Their  Judas-talk  calumniates  those  who

rouse class-consciousness. By means of lies and slander, they try to besmirch all those

who give up their lives for the workers’ cause. These servants and worshippers of the

Golden Calf support and applaud the crimes of the Czarist Government and defend the

throne of this latest despot who oppresses the people like Nero.

But it is in vain that you put yourselves about, you degenerate servants of Christianity

who have become the servants of Nero. It is in vain that you help our murderers and

our killers, in vain that you protect the exploiters of the proletariat under the sign of the

cross. Your cruelties and your calumnies in former times could not prevent the victory

of the Christian idea, the idea which you have sacrificed to the Golden Calf; today your

efforts will raise no obstacle to the coming of Socialism. Today it is you, in your lies and

your teachings, who are pagans, and it is we who bring to the poor, to the exploited the

tidings of fraternity and equality. It is we who are marching to the conquest of the world

as he did formerly who proclaimed that it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of

a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven.

Part Seven

A few final words.

The  clergy  has  at  its  disposal  two  means  to  fight  Social  Democracy.  Where  the

working class movement is beginning to win recognition, as is the case in our country

(Poland),  where  the  possessing  classes  still  hope  to  crush  it,  the  clergy  fights  the

socialists by threatening sermons, slandering them and condemning the “covetousness”

of the workers.  But in the countries where political  liberties are established and the

workers’ party is powerful, as for example in Germany, France and Holland, there the

clergy seeks other means. It hides its real purpose and does not face the workers any

more as an open enemy, but as a false friend. Thus you will see the priests organising

the workers and launching “Christian” Trade Unions. In this way they try to catch the

fish in their net, to attract the workers into the trap of these false trade unions, where

they teach humility, unlike the organisations of the Social-Democracy which have in

view struggle and defence against maltreatment.
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When  the  Czarist  Government  finally  falls  under  the  blows  of  the  revolutionary

proletariat of Poland and Russia, and when political liberty exists in our country, then

we shall see the same Archbishop Popiel and the same ecclesiastics who today thunder

against the militants, suddenly beginning to organise the workers into “Christian” and

“National” associations in order to mislead them. Already we are at the beginning of

this  underground  activity  of  the  “National  Democracy”  which  assures  the  future

collaboration with the priests and today helps them to slander the Social-Democrats.

The  workers  must,  therefore,  be  warned  of  the  danger  so  that  they  will  not  let

themselves be taken in, on the morrow of the victory of the revolution, by the honeyed

words of those who today from the heights of the pulpit,  dare to defend the Czarist

Government, which kills the workers, and the repressive apparatus of capital, which is

the principal cause of the poverty of the proletariat.

In order to defend themselves against the antagonism of the clergy at the present

time,  during  the  revolution,  and  against  their  false  friendship  tomorrow,  after  the

revolution,  it  is  necessary  for  the  workers  to  organise  themselves  in  the  Social-

Democratic Party.

And here is the answer to all the attacks of the clergy: the Social-Democracy in no

way fights against religious beliefs. On the contrary, it demands complete freedom of

conscience for every individual and the widest possible toleration for every faith and

every opinion. But, from the moment when the priests use the pulpit as a means of

political  struggle  against  the  working  classes,  the  workers  must  fight  against  the

enemies of their rights and their liberation. For he who defends the exploiters and who

helps  to  prolong  this  present  regime  of  misery,  he  is  the  mortal  enemy  of  the

proletariat, whether he be in a cassock or in the uniform of the police.

Notes

[1] Orthodox Christians who recognize the supremacy of the Pope.

[2] Mark 10:25; Luke 18:25; Matthew 19:25.

[3] Matthew 25:40.

[4]  Otherwise known as “Raskilniki”  (Splitters),  a  Russian religious sect  which regarded as
contrary to the true faith the revision of the texts of the Bible and the reform of the liturgy by
Patriarch Nikon in 1654.

[5] See Exodus 32:1-8.

[6] “Proles is the Latin for children, for offspring. Proletarians, therefore, constituted that class
of  citizens who owned nothing but the arms of  their body and the children of their loins.”
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Communist Journal, No.1, September 1847 (London).

“The Roman proletariat  lived at  the expense of society whereas modern society lives at the
expense of the proletariat.” Sismondi quoted by Karl Marx in The Eighteenth Brumaire.

See also: Engels: Principles or Communism (question 2)

[7] But see Tertullian (c. 160–230): “We are brethren in our property, which with you mostly
dissolves brotherhood. We therefore, who are united in mind and soul, doubt not about having
possessions in common. With us all things are shared promiscuously, except the wives. In that
alone do we part fellowship, in which alone others (Greeks and Roman pagans) exercise it.”
Acts 1:39.

[8] Abbé Barcille: Jean Chrycostome, Paris 1869, Vol.7, pages 599–603.

[9] Assuredly however the local ministries, as they appear in St. Paul’s Epistles and the Acts,
appear as being under authority (I am inclined to use a vulgarism and say) “with a vengeance”.
However they were elected, and this was often probably by the nomination of local prophets,
the Apostles, Paul and Barnabas appointed them. In view of the evidence of Acts  6 and the
pastoral Epistles, I think, with Harnock, that we cannot reasonably doubt that the appointment
was by prayer with the laying-on of hands, and ranked as “Sacramental”. And when they were
appointed during St. Paul’s life, they were certainly controlled from above.” Gore: Dr. Streeter
and the Primitive Church, pages 12 and 13.

[10] In 1900, a crown was worth about the same as a franc or 10d (pence).

[11] It must not be forgotten that this was written in 1905. Since then France has shaken off the
yoke of the Church, and the State no longer appoints the clergy, except in the departments of
Haut-Rhin, Bas-Rhin and Moselle, where Republican France perpetuates, for some unknown
reason, the traditions of Imperial Germany and the French Second Empire.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

Almost all works and pronouncements of international socialism on the subject of the

mass  strike  date  from  the  time  before  the  Russian  Revolution  [of  1905],  the  first

historical experience on a very large scale with the means of struggle. It is therefore

evident that they are, for the most part, out-of-date. Their standpoint is essentially that

of Engels who in 1873 wrote as follows in his criticism of the revolutionary blundering

of the Bakuninists in Spain:

“The  general  strike,  in  the  Bakuninists’  program,  is  the  lever  which  will  be  used  for

introducing the social revolution. One fine morning all the workers in every industry in a

country, or perhaps in every country, will cease work, and thereby compel the ruling class

either to submit in about four weeks, or to launch an attack on the workers so that the

latter will have the right to defend themselves, and may use the opportunity to overthrow

the old  society.  The  proposal  is  by  no means new:  French and Belgian socialists  have

paraded it continually since 1848, but for all that is of English origin. During the rapid and

powerful development of Chartism among the English workers that followed the crisis of

1837, the ‘holy month’ – a suspension of work on a national scale – was preached as early

as 1839, and was received with such favour that in July 1842 the factory workers of the

north of England attempted to carry it out. And at the Congress of the Alliancists at Geneva

on September 1, 1873, the general strike played a great part, but it was admitted on all

sides to carry it out it was necessary to have a perfect organisation of the working-class and

a full war chest. And that is the crux of the question. On the one hand, the governments,

especially  if  they  are  encouraged by  the  workers’  abstention  from political  action,  will

never allow the funds of  the workers to become large enough,  and on the other hand,

political events and the encroachments of the ruling class will bring about the liberation of

the workers long before the proletariat gets the length of forming this ideal organisation

and this colossal reserve fund. But if they had these, they would not need to make use of

the roundabout way of the general strike in order to attain their object.”

Here we have the reasoning that was characteristic of the attitude of international
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social democracy towards the mass strike in the following decades. It 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 – and exhausts itself in the following simple dilemma:

either the proletariat as a whole are not yet in possession of the powerful organisation

and financial resources required, in which case they cannot carry through the general

strike; or they are already sufficiently well organised, in which case they do not need the

general strike. This reasoning is so simple and at first glance so irrefutable that, for a

quarter of a century, it has rendered excellent service to the modern labour movement

as a logical weapon against the anarchist phantom and as a means of carrying out the

idea of  political  struggle  to the widest circles  of  the workers.  The enormous strides

taken by the labour movement in all  capitalist  countries during the last  twenty-five

years are the most convincing evidence of the value of the tactics of political struggle,

which  were  insisted  upon  by  Marx  and  Engels  in  opposition  to  Bakuninism;  and

German social democracy, in its position of vanguard of the entire international labour

movement  is  not  in  the  least  the  direct  product  of  the  consistent  and  energetic

application of these tactics.

The [1905] Russian Revolution has now effected a radical revision of the above piece

of reasoning. For the first time in the history of the class struggle it has achieved a

grandiose realisation of the idea of the mass strike and – as we shall discuss later – has

even matured the general strike and thereby opened a new epoch in the development of

the labour movement. It does not, of course, follow from this that the tactics of political

struggle recommended by Marx and Engels were false or that criticism applied by them

to anarchism was incorrect. On the contrary, it  is the same train of ideas, the same

method,  the  Engels-Marxian  tactics,  which  lay  at  the  foundation  of  the  previous

practice of  the German social  democracy,  which now in the Russian Revolution are

producing  new  factors  and  new  conditions  in  the  class  struggle.  The  Russian

Revolution, which is the first historical experiment on the model of the class strike, not

merely does not afford a vindication of anarchism, but actually means the historical

liquidation  of  anarchism.  The  sorry  existence  to  which  this  mental  tendency  was

condemned in  recent  decades  by  the  powerful  development  of  social  democracy  in

Germany may, to a certain extent, be explained by the exclusive domination and long

duration of  the parliamentary  period.  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 parliamentarian day and, on a return of

the  period  of  direct  open  struggle,  can  come  to  life  again  and  unfold  its  inherent

strength.

Russia, in particular, appeared to have become the experimental field for the heroic
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deeds of anarchism. A country in which the proletariat had absolutely no political rights

and extremely weak organisations, a many-coloured complex of various sections of the

population, a chaos of conflicting interests, a low standard of education amongst the

masses  of  the  people,  extreme  brutality  in  the  use  of  violence  on  the  part  of  the

prevailing regime – all  this  seemed as  if  created to raise  anarchism to a  sudden if

perhaps  short-lived  power.  And  finally,  Russia  was  the  historical  birthplace  of

anarchism.  But  the  fatherland  of  Bakunin  was  to  become  the  burial-place  of  his

teachings. Not only did and do the anarchists in Russia not stand at the head of the

mass strike movement; not only does the whole political leadership of revolutionary

action  and  also  of  the  mass  strike  lie  in  the  hands  of  the  social  democratic

organisations, which are bitterly opposed as “bourgeois parties” by Russian anarchists,

or partly in the hands of such socialist organisations as are more or less influenced by

the social democracy and more or less approximate to it – such as the terrorist party,

the “socialist  revolutionaries”  – but  the  anarchists  simply  do not  exist  as  a  serious

political  tendency in the Russian Revolution. Only  in a small  Lithuanian town with

particularly difficult conditions – a confused medley of different nationalities among

the workers, an extremely scattered condition of small-scale industry, a very severely

oppressed  proletariat  –  in  Bialystok,  there  is,  amongst  the  seven  or  eight  different

revolutionary groups a handful of half-grown “anarchists” who promote confusion and

bewilderment amongst the workers to the best of their ability; and lastly in Moscow,

and perhaps in two or  three  other  towns,  a  handful  of  people  of  this  kidney make

themselves noticeable.

But apart from these few “revolutionary” groups, what is the actual role of anarchism

in the Russian Revolution? It has become the sign of the common thief and plunderer;

a large proportion of the innumerable thefts and acts of plunder of private persons are

carried  out  under  the name of  “anarchist-communism” – acts  which  rise  up like  a

troubled wave against the revolution in every period of depression and in every period

of  temporary  defensive.  Anarchism has  become in  the  Russian  Revolution,  not  the

theory  of  the  struggling  proletariat,  but  the  ideological  signboard  of  the  counter-

revolutionary lumpenproletariat, who, like a school of sharks, swarm in the wake of the

battleship of the revolution. And therewith the historical career of anarchism is well-

nigh ended.

On the other hand,  the  mass  strike  in  Russia  has  been realised not  as  means of

evading the political struggle of the working-class, and especially of parliamentarism,

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  parliamentarism.  The  revolutionary  struggle  in

Russia,  in  which  mass  strikes  are  the  most  important  weapon,  is,  by  the  working
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people,  and  above  all  by  the  proletariat,  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 to anarchism fought

for with all their might in the International. 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 associated, has itself

come to be  opposed to the mass strike which was combated as the opposite of  the

political activity of the proletariat, appears today as the most powerful weapon of the

struggle for political rights. If, therefore, the Russian Revolution makes imperative a

fundamental revision of the old standpoint of Marxism on the question of the mass

strike, it is once again Marxism whose general method and points of view have thereby,

in new form, carried off the prize. The Moor’s beloved can die only by the hand of the

Moor.

Next: II. The Mass Strike, A Historical and Not an Artificial Product
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

The first revision of the question of the mass strike which results from the experience of

Russia  relates  to  the  general  conception  of  the  problem.  Till  the  present  time  the

zealous advocates of  an “attempt with the mass strike” in Germany of the stamp of

Bernstein,  Eisner,  etc.,  and  also  the  strongest  opponents  of  such  an  attempt  as

represented in the trade-union camp by, for example, Bombelburg, stand when all is

said and done, on the same conception, and that is the anarchist one. The apparent

polar opposites do not mutually exclude each other but, as always, condition, and at the

same  time,  supplement  each  other.  For  the  anarchist  mode  of  thought  is  direct

speculation  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 of all the conditions of the proletarian

struggle generally.

For  the  anarchist  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  vale  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.  The  same  mode  of

reasoning recently gave the result that the trade-union struggle was the only real “direct

action of the masses” and also the only real revolutionary struggle – which, as is well

known, is the latest notion of the French and Italian “syndicalists.” 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 in the least with the despised evil reality, unexpectedly became in

this evil reality, practical helps to the reaction, where previously they had only been, for
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the most part, revolutionary speculations.

On the same ground of abstract,  unhistorical  methods of  observation stand those

today who would, in the manner of a board of directors, put the mass strike in Germany

on the calendar on an appointed day, and those who, like 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. 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  their  pleasure  and  strictly  according  to

conscience, or “forbidden” – a kind of pocket-knife which can be kept in the pocket

clasped “ready for any emergency,” and according to the decision, can be unclasped and

used. The opponents of the mass strike do indeed claim for themselves the merit of

taking into consideration the historical groundwork and the material conditions of the

present conditions 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. “Facts and figures; figures and facts!” they cry, like Mr.

Gradgrind in Dickens’ Hard Times.

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. The

inadequate organisation of the workers and the imposing Prussian bayonet – these are

the facts and figures upon which these trade-union leaders base their practical policy in

the given case. Now 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

them is not historical materialism in Marx’s sense but a policemanlike materialism in

the sense of Puttkammer. The representatives of the capitalist police state reckon on

much,  and  indeed,  exclusively,  with  the  occasional  real  power  of  the  organised

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 labour movement is produced by individual demagogues and agitators;

and that therefore there is in the prisons and bayonets an adequate means of subduing

the unpleasant “passing phenomena.”

The  class-conscious  German  workers  have  at  last  grasped  the  humour  of  the

policemanlike theory that the whole modern labour movement is an artificial, arbitrary

product of a handful of conscienceless “demagogues and agitators.”

It is exactly the same conception, however, that finds expression when two or three

worthy comrades unite in a voluntary column of night-watchmen in order to warn the

German  working-class  against  the  dangerous  agitation  of  a  few  “revolutionary
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romanticists” and their “propaganda of the mass strike”; or, when on the other side, a

noisy  indignation campaign is  engineered by  those who,  by means of  “confidential”

agreements between the executive of the party and the general commission of the trade

unions, believe they can prevent the outbreak of the mass strike in Germany.

If it depended on the inflammatory “propaganda” of revolutionary romanticists or on

confidential or public decisions of the party direction, then we should not even yet have

had in Russia a single serious mass strike. In no country in the world – as I pointed out

in March 1905 in the Sächsische Arbeiterzeitung  – was the mass strike so little

“propagated” or even “discussed” as in Russia. And the isolated examples of decisions

and agreements  of  the  Russian party  executive  which really  sought  to proclaim the

mass strike of their own accord – as, for example, the last attempt in August of this year

after the dissolution of the Duma – are almost valueless.

If, therefore, the Russian Revolution teaches us anything, it teaches above all that the

mass strike is not artificially “made,” not “decided” at random, not “propagated,” but

that  it  is  a  historical  phenomenon  which,  at  a  given  moment,  results  from  social

conditions with historical inevitability. It is not, therefore, by abstract speculations on

the possibility or impossibility, the utility or the injuriousness of the mass strike, but

only by an examination of those factors and social conditions out of which the mass

strike grows in the present phase of the class struggle – in other words, it is not by

subjective criticism  of the mass strike from the standpoint of what is desirable,  but

only by objective investigation of the sources of the mass strike from the standpoint of

what is historically inevitable, that the problem can be grasped or even discussed.

In the unreal sphere of abstract logical analysis it can be shown with exactly the same

force  on  either  side  that  the  mass  strike  is  absolutely  impossible  and  sure  to  be

defeated,  and  that  it  is  possible  and  that  its  triumph  cannot  be  questioned.  And

therefore the value of the evidence led on each side is exactly the same – and that is nil.

Therefore, the fear of the “propagation” of the mass strike, which has even led to formal

anathamas against the persons alleged to be guilty of this crime, is solely the product of

the droll confusion of persons. It is just as impossible to “propagate” the mass strike as

an abstract means of struggle as it is to propagate the “revolution.” “Revolution” like

“mass strike” signifies nothing but an external form of the class struggle,  which can

have sense and meaning only in connection with definite political situations.

If  anyone  were  to  undertake  to  make  the  mass  strike  generally,  as  a  form  of

proletarian action,  the object of  methodological  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 seek to make the idea

of the revolution or of the fight at the barricades the object of a special agitation. The
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mass strike has now become the centre of the lively interest of the German and the

international working-class because it is a new form of struggle, and as such is the sure

symptom of a thoroughgoing internal revolution in the relations of the classes and in

the conditions of the class struggle. It is a testimony to the sound revolutionary instinct

and to the quick intelligence of the mass of the German proletariat that, in spite of the

obstinate resistance of their trade-union leaders, they are applying themselves to this

new problem with such keen interest.

But  it  does  not  meet  the  case,  in  the  presence  of  this  interest  and  of  this  fine,

intellectual thirst and desire for revolutionary deeds on the part of the workers, to treat

them to  abstract  mental  gymnastics  on  the  possibility  or  impossibility  of  the  mass

strike; they should be enlightened on the development of the Russian Revolution, the

international significance of  that revolution,  the 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 on 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.

Viewed  from  this  standpoint  however,  the  criminal  proceedings  desired  by  the

enemies  of  “revolutionary  romanticism”  appear  in  all  their  absurdity,  because,  in

treating of the problem, one does not adhere strictly to the text of the Jena resolution.

The “practical politicians” agree to this resolution if need be, because they couple the

mass strike chiefly with the fate of universal suffrage, from which it follows that they

can believe in two things – first, that the mass strike is of a purely defensive character,

and second, that the mass strike is even subordinate to parliamentarism, that is, has

been turned into a mere appendage of parliamentarism. But the real kernel of the Jena

resolution in this connection is that in the present position of Germany an attempt on

the part of the prevailing reaction on the parliamentary vote would in all probability be

the moment for  the introduction of,  and the signal for,  a  period of  stormy political

struggles in which the mass strike as a means of struggle in Germany might well come

into use for the first time.

But to seek to narrow and to artificially smother the social importance, and to limit

the historical scope, of the mass strike as a phenomenon and as a problem of the class

struggle by the wording of  a congress resolution is an undertaking which for short-

sightedness  can  only  be  compared  with  the  veto  on  discussion  of  the  trade-union

congress at Cologne. In the resolution of the Jena Congress, German social democracy

has officially taken notice of the fundamental change which the Russian Revolution [of

1905] has effected in the international conditions of the proletarian class struggle, and

has announced its capacity for revolutionary development and its power of adaptability
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to  the  new  demands  of  the  coming  phase  of  the  class  struggle.  Therein  lies  the

significance of the Jena resolution. As for the peaceful application of the mass strike in

Germany, history will decide that as it decided it in Russia – history in which German

social democracy with its decisions is, it is true, an important factor, but, at the same

time, only one factor amongst many.

Next: III. Development of the Mass Strike Movement in Russia

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.2015
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

The mass strike, as it appears for the most part in the discussion in Germany, is a very

clear and simply thought out, sharply sketched isolated phenomenon. It is the political

mass strike exclusively that is spoken of. What is meant by it is a single grand rising of

the  industrial  proletariat  springing  from  some  political  motive  of  the  highest

importance, and undertaken on the basis of an opportune and mutual understanding

on the part of the controlling authorities of the new party and of the trade unions, and

carried through in the spirit of party discipline and in perfect order, and in still more

perfect order brought to the directing committees as a signal given at the proper time,

by which committees the regulation of support, the cost, the sacrifice – in a word, the

whole material balance of the mass strike – is exactly determined in advance.

Now,  when  we  compare  this  theoretical  scheme  with  the  real  mass  strike,  as  it

appeared in Russia five years ago, we are compelled to say that this representation,

which in the German discussion occupies the central position, hardly corresponds to a

single one of the many mass strikes that have taken place, and on the other hand that

the mass strike in Russia displays such a multiplicity of the most varied forms of action

that it is altogether impossible to speak of “the” mass strike, of an abstract schematic

mass strike.  All the factors of  the mass strike, as well as its character,  are not only

different in the different towns and districts of the country, but its general character has

often changed in the course of the revolution. The mass strike has passed through a

definite history in Russia, and is passing still further through it. Who, therefore, speaks

of the mass strike in Russia must, above all things, keep its history before his eyes.

The present official period, so to speak, of the Russian Revolution is justly dated from

the rising of the proletariat on January 22, 1905, when the demonstration of 200,000

workers ended in a frightful bloodbath before the czar’s palace. The bloody massacre in

St. Petersburg was, as is well known, the signal for the outbreak of the first gigantic

series of mass strikes which spread over the whole of Russia within a few days and
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which carried the call to action of the revolution from St. Petersburg to every corner of

the empire and amongst the widest sections of the proletariat. But the St. Petersburg

rising of January 22 was only the critical moment of a mass strike, which the proletariat

of the czarist capital had previously entered upon in January 1905. The January mass

strike was without doubt carried through under the immediate influence of the gigantic

general strike, which in December 1904 broke out in the Caucasus, in Baku, and for a

long time kept the whole of Russia in suspense. The events of December in Baku were

on their part only the last and powerful ramification of those tremendous mass strikes

which, like a periodic earthquake, shook the whole of south Russia, and whose prologue

was the mass strike in Batum in the Caucasus in March 1902.

This first mass strike movement in the continuous series of  present revolutionary

eruptions is finally separated by five or six years from the great general strike of the

textile workers in St. Petersburg in 1896 and 1897, and if this movement is apparently

separated from the present revolution by a few years of apparent stagnation and strong

reaction,  everyone  who  knows  the  inner  political  development  of  the  Russian

proletariat to their present stage of class consciousness and revolutionary energy will

realise 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 problems of the

mass strike because they already contain, in the germ, all the principal factors of later

mass strikes.

Again, the St. Petersburg general strike of 1896 appears as a purely economic partial

wage struggle. 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 employers. The workers, however, patiently endured this condition of things, for a

long  time  till  an  apparently  trivial  circumstance  filled  the  cup  to  overflowing.  The

coronation of the present czar, Nicholas II, which had been postponed for two years

through fear of the revolutionaries, was celebrated in May 1896, and on that occasion

the St. Petersburg employers displayed their patriotic zeal by giving their workers three

days compulsory holidays, for which, curious to relate, they did not desire to pay their

employees. The workers angered by this began to move. After a conference of about

three hundred of the intelligent workers in the Ekaterinhof Garden a strike was decided

upon,  and the following demands were formulated:  first,  payment of  wages for  the

coronation  holidays;  second,  a  working day of  ten hours;  third,  increased rates  for

piecework.  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. 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
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something unheard  of;  it  was  even  a  complete  revolution  in  little.  There  began,  of

course, the most brutal persecution. About one thousand workers were arrested and the

general strike was suppressed.

Here, already, we see all the fundamental characteristics of the later mass strikes.

The  next  occasion  of  the  movement  was  wholly  accidental,  even  unimportant,  its

outbreak elementary; but in the success of the movement the fruits of the agitation,

extending over several years, of the social democracy were seen and in the course of the

general  strike  the  social  democratic  agitators  stood  at  the  head  of  the  movement,

directed  it,  and  used  it  to  stir  up  revolutionary  agitation.  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.

And lastly, the strike was suppressed; 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. What was nevertheless a much

more important result was this: since the first general strike of 1896 which was entered

upon without a trace of organisation or of strike funds, an intensive trade-union fight

began in Russia proper  which spread from St.  Petersburg to  the other  parts  of  the

country  and  opened  up  entirely  new  vistas  to  social  democratic  agitation  and

organisation, and by which to the apparently death-like peace of the following period,

the revolution was prepared for by underground work.

The outbreak of the Caucasian strike in March 1902 was apparently as accidental and

as much due to pure economic partial causes (although produced by quite other factors)

as  that  of  1896.  It  was 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. The crisis produced

an  enormous  mass  of  unemployment  which  nourished  the  agitation  amongst  the

proletarian masses, and therefore the government, to restore tranquillity amongst the

workers, undertook to transport the “superfluous hands” in batches to their respective

home districts. 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 revolutionary event. The reverberation of the wholly

“fruitless” expiring and suppressed 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.

Already in November 1902 the first genuine revolutionary echo followed in the shape

of a general strike at Rostov-on-Don. Disputes about the rates of pay in the workshops
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of the Vladicaucasus Railway gave the impetus to this  movement.  The management

sought to reduce wages and therefore the Don committee of social democracy issued a

proclamation with a summons to strike for the following demands: a nine-hour day,

increase  in  wages,  abolition  of  fines,  dismissal  of  obnoxious  engineers,  etc.  Entire

railway workshops participated in the strike. Presently all other industries joined in and

suddenly an unprecedented state of affairs prevailed in Rostov: every industrial work

was at a standstill, and every day monster meetings of fifteen to twenty thousand were

held in the open air, sometimes surrounded by a cordon of Cossacks, at which for the

first time social democratic popular speakers appeared publicly, inflammatory speeches

on  socialism  and  political  freedom  were  delivered  and  received  with  immense

enthusiasm, and revolutionary appeals were distributed by tens of thousands of copies.

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 that there

was a massacre here. The disputes over wages in the Vladicaucasus Railway workshops

grew in a few days into a political general strike and a revolutionary street battle. As an

echo to this there followed immediately a general strike at the station of Tichoretzkaia

on the same railway. Here also a massacre took place and also a trial, and thus even

Tichoretzkaia  has  taken  its  place  in  the  indissoluble  chain  of  the  factors  of  the

revolution.

The  spring  of  1903  gave  the  answer  to  the  defeated  strikes  in  Rostov  and

Tichoretzkaia;  the  whole of  South Russia  in May,  June and July was aflame.  Baku,

Tiflis, Batum, Elisavetgrad, Odessa, Kiev, Nikolaev and Ekaterinoslav were in a general

strike in the literal meaning of those words. But here again the movement did not arise

on any preconceived plan from one another; it flowed together from individual points

in each one from different causes and in a different form. The beginning was made by

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.

On the fourth of July they all left their shops and made a circuit of the town to demand

from  the  proprietors  of  the  shops  that  they  close  their  premises.  The  victory  was

complete; the commercial employees won a working day from eight in the morning to

eight  in  the  evening,  and all  the  factories,  workshops and offices,  etc,  immediately

joined them. The newspapers did not appear, and tramway traffic could not be carried

on under military protection.

In Elisavetgrad on July 4 a strike began in all  the factories with purely economic

demands. These were mostly conceded, and the strike ended on the fourteenth. Two

weeks later however it broke out again. The bakers this time gave the word and the

bricklayers,  the  joiners,  the  dyers,  the  mill-workers,  and  finally  all  factory  workers
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joined them.

In Odessa the movement began with a  wage struggle  in  the  course  of  which the

“legal” workers’ union, founded by government agents according to the programme of

the famous gendarme Zubatov, was developed. Historical dialectics had again seized

the occasion to play one if its malicious little pranks. The economic struggles of the

earlier  period  (amongst  them  the  great  St.  Petersburg  general  strike  of  1896)  had

misled  Russian  social  democracy  into  exaggerating  the  importance  of  so-called

economics, and in this way the ground had been prepared amongst the workers for the

demagogic activities of Zubatov. After a time, however, the great revolutionary stream

turned round the little ship with the false flag and compelled it to ride right at the head

of the revolutionary proletarian flotilla. The Zubatovian unions gave the signal for the

great general strike in Odessa in the spring of 1904, as for the general  strike in St.

Petersburg in January 1905. The workers of Odessa, who were not to be deceived by the

appearance of friendliness on the part of the government for the workers, and of its

sympathy with purely  economic strikes,  suddenly demanded proof  by  example,  and

compelled  the  Zubatovian “workers  union”  in  a  factory  to  declare  a  strike  for  very

moderate  demands.  They  were  immediately  thrown  on  the  streets,  and  when  they

demanded the protection of the authorities which was promised them by their leader,

the gentleman vanished and left the workers in the wildest excitement.

The social democrats at once placed themselves at the head of affairs, and the strike

movement extended to other factories. On the first day of July 2,500 dockers struck

work for an increase of wages from eighty kopecks to two rubles, and the shortening of

the work day  by  half-an-hour.  On the sixteenth day of  July  the  seamen joined  the

movement. On the thirteenth day the tramway staff began a 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 throughout the whole city.

In  Kiev,  a  strike  began  in  the  railway  workshops  on  July  21st.  Here,  also,  the

immediate  cause  was  miserable  conditions  of  labour,  and  wage  demands  were

presented. On the following day the foundry men followed the example. On July 23rd,

an incident occurred which gave the signal for the general strike. During the night two

delegates of the railwaymen were arrested. The strikers immediately demanded their

release, and as this was not conceded, they decided not to allow trains to leave the town.

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 salvoes. The workers bared

their breasts and cried, “Shoot!” A salvo was fired into the defenceless seated crowd,

and  thirty  to  forty  corpses,  amongst  them  women  and  children,  remained  on  the
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ground. On this becoming known the whole town of Kiev went on strike on the same

day. The corpses of the murdered workers were raised on high by the crowd and carried

round in a mass demonstration.  Meetings,  speeches, arrests,  isolated street fights –

Kiev was in the midst of the revolution. The movement was soon at an end. But the

printers had won a shortening of the working day by one hour and a wage increase of

one rouble; in a yeast factory the eight-hour day was introduced; the railway workshops

were closed by order of the ministry; other departments continued partial strikes for

their demands.

In Nikolaev, the general strike broke out under the immediate influence of news from

Odessa,  Baku,  Batum and Tiflis,  in spite  of  the  opposition of  the  social  democratic

committee who wanted to postpone the outbreak of the movement till the time came

when the military should have left the town for manoeuvres. The masses refused to

hold  back;  one  factory  made  a  beginning,  the  strikes  went  from  one  workshop  to

another, the resistance of the military only poured oil on the fire. Mass processions with

revolutionary songs were formed in which all workers, employees, tramways officials,

men and women took part. The cessation of work was complete. In Ekaterinoslav, the

bakers  came  out  on  strike  on  August  5,  on  the  seventh  the  men  in  the  railway

workshops, and then all the other factories on August 8. Tramway traffic stopped, and

the newspapers did not appear.

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 little  “accidental”

occurrences it flowed rapidly to a raging sea, and changed the entire south of the czarist

empire  for  some  weeks  into  a  bizarre  revolutionary  workers’  republic.  “Brotherly

embraces,  cries  of  delight  and  of  enthusiasm,  songs  of  freedom,  merry  laughter,

humour and joy were seen and heard in the crowd of many thousands of persons which

surged 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 idyllic, moving spectacle.” ... So wrote at the time the correspondent

of the Liberal Osvoboshdenye of Peter Struve.

The year 1904 brought with it war, and for a time, an interval of quiet in the mass

strike movement. At first a troubled wave of “patriotic” demonstrations arranged by the

police authorities spread over the country. The “liberal” bourgeois society was for the

time being struck to the ground by the czarist official chauvinism. But soon the social

democrats took possession of the arena; revolutionary workers’ demonstrations were

opposed  to  the  demonstrations  of  the  patriotic  lumpenproletariat,  which  were

organised under police patronage. At last, the shameful defeats of the czarist army woke

the  liberal  society  from  its  lethargy;  then  began  the  era  of  democratic  congresses,

banquets,  speeches,  addresses  and  manifestos.  Absolutism,  temporarily  suppressed
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through the disgrace of the war, gave full scope to these gentlemen, and by and by they

saw everything in rosy colours. For six months bourgeois liberalism occupied the centre

of the stage and the proletariat remained in the shadows. But after a long depression,

absolutism again roused itself, the camarilla gathered all its strength and by a single,

powerful movement of the Cossack’s heel the whole liberal movement was driven into a

corner. Banquets, speeches, and congresses were prohibited out of hand as “intolerable

presumption,” and liberalism suddenly found itself at the end of its tether.

But exactly at the point where liberalism was exhausted, the action of the proletariat

began. In December 1904 the great general strike due to unemployment broke out in

Baku; the working-class was again on the field of battle. As speech was forbidden and

rendered impossible, action began. In Baku for some weeks in the midst of the general

strike the social democrats ruled as absolute masters of the situation; and the peculiar

events of December in the Caucasus would have caused an immediate sensation if they

had not  been so  quickly  put  in  the shade  by  the rising  tide  of  the  revolution.  The

fantastic confused news of the general strike in Baku had not reached all parts of the

czarist empire when in January 1905; the mass strike in St. Petersburg broke out.

Here also, as is well known, the immediate cause was trivial. Two men employed at

the  Putilov  works  were  discharged  on  account  of  their  membership  in  the  legal

Zubatovian union. This measure called forth a solidarity strike on January 16 of the

whole of the 12,000 employed in this works. The social democrats seized the occasion

of the strike to begin a lively agitation for the extension of the demands and set forth

demands for the eight-hour day, the right of combination, freedom of speech and of the

press, etc. The unrest among the Putilov workers communicated itself quickly to the

remainder of the proletariat, and in a few days 140,000 workers were on strike. Joint

conferences and stormy discussions led to the working out of that proletarian charter of

bourgeois freedom with the eight-hour day at its head with which, on January 22nd,

200,000 workers led by Father Gapon, marched to the czar’s palace. The conflict of the

two Putilov workers who had been subjected to disciplinary punishment had changed

within a week into the prologue of the most violent revolution in modern times.

The events that followed upon this are well known, the bloodbath in St. Petersburg

called  forth  gigantic  mass  strikes  and general  strike  in  the  month  of  January,  and

February in all the industrial centres and towns in Russia, Poland, Lithuania, the Baltic

Provinces,  the  Caucasus,  Siberia,  from  north  to  south  and  east  to  west.  On  closer

inspection, however, it can be seen that the mass strike was appearing in other forms

than  those  of  the  previous  period.  Everywhere  at  that  time  the  social  democratic

organisations 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
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with the military.

But even here there was no predetermined plan, no organised 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. Further, the earlier mass and general strikes had originated

from  individual  coalescing  wage  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 were the starting point;  all-embracing class  action and

political direction the result. The movement was now reversed.

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. Throughout the whole of the spring of 1905 and into

the  middle  of  the  summer  there  fermented  throughout  the  whole  of  the  immense

empire an uninterrupted economic strike of almost the entire proletariat against capital

–  a  struggle  which  caught,  on  the  one  hand,  all  the  petty  bourgeois  and  liberal

professions,  commercial  employees,  technicians,  actors  and  members  of  artistic

professions – and on the other hand, penetrated to the domestic servants, the minor

police officials and even to the stratum of the lumpenproletariat, and simultaneously

surged from the towns to the country districts and even knocked at the iron gates of the

military barracks.

This is  a gigantic,  many-coloured picture of  a general  arrangement of  labour and

capital  which  reflects  all  the  complexity  of  social  organisation  and  of  the  political

consciousness of every section and of every district; and the whole long scale runs from

the regular trade-union struggle of a picked and tested troop of the 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.

According  to  the  theory  of  the  lovers  of  “orderly  and  well-disciplined”  struggles,

according to plan and scheme, according to those especially who always ought to know

better from afar “how it should have been done,” 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.”  But  social

democracy in Russia, which had taken part in the revolution but had not “made” it, and
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which had even to learn its law from its course itself, 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. 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.

The sudden general rising of the proletariat in January under the powerful impetus of

the St. Petersburg events was outwardly a political act of the revolutionary declaration

of war on absolutism. 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. And this awakening of class feeling expressed

itself forthwith in the circumstances that the proletarian mass, counted by millions,

quite  suddenly  and  sharply  came  to  realise  how  intolerable  was  that  social  and

economic  existence  which  they  had  patiently  endured  for  decades  in  the  chains  of

capitalism. Thereupon, there began a spontaneous general shaking of and tugging at

these chains. All the innumerable sufferings of the modern proletariat reminded them

of the old bleeding wounds. Here was the eight-hour day fought for, there piece-work

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.  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  lightning,  bethought  themselves  of  their  rights  and  now  sought

feverishly to make up for their previous neglect.

Here, the economic struggle was not really a decay, a dissipation of action, but merely

change of front, a sudden and natural alteration 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. Political class action was not

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 the revolution was exhausted, it broke, or rather changed, into economic

action.

In point of fact, what more could the general strike in January have achieved? Only

complete thoughtlessness could expect that absolutism could be destroyed at one blow

by a single “long-drawn” general strike after the anarchist plan. Absolutism in Russia

must be overthrown by the proletariat.  But  in order to be able to overthrow it,  the

proletariat  requires  a  high degree  of  political  education,  of  class-consciousness  and

organisation. All these conditions cannot be fulfilled by pamphlets and leaflets, but only

by the living political school, by the fight and in the fight, in the continuous course of
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the revolution. Further, absolutism cannot be overthrown at any desired moment in

which only adequate “exertion” and “endurance” is necessary. The fall of absolutism is

merely  the  outer  expression  of  the  inner  social  and  class  development  of  Russian

society.

Before absolutism can, and so far 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 petty bourgeois,

conservative and reactionary parties; it requires self-consciousness, self-knowledge and

the class-consciousness not merely of the layers of the people, but also of the layers of

the bourgeoisie. But this also can be achieved and come to fruition in no way but in the

struggle, in the process of revolution itself, through the actual school of experience, in

collision with the proletariat as well as with one another, in incessant mutual friction.

This class division and class maturity of bourgeois society, as well as its action in the

struggle against absolutism, is on the one hand, hampered and made difficult by the

peculiar  leading  role  of  the  proletariat  and,  on  the  other  hand,  is  spurred  on  and

accelerated. The various undercurrents of the social process of the revolution cross one

another, check one another, and increase the internal contradictions of the revolution,

but in the end accelerate and thereby render still more violent its eruptions.

This apparently simple and purely mechanical problem may therefore be stated thus:

the  overthrow  of  absolutism  is  a  long,  continuous  social  process,  and  its  solution

demands a complete undermining of the soil of society; the uppermost part be placed

lowest  and the lowermost  part  highest,  the  apparent “order” must be  changed to a

chaos, and the apparently “anarchistic” chaos must be changed into a new order. Now

in this process of the social transformation of old Russia, not only the January lightning

of the first general strike, but also the spring and summer thunderstorms that followed

it, played an indispensable part. The embittered general relations of wage labour and

capital contributed in equal measure to the drawing together of the various layers of the

people and those of  the bourgeoisie,  to  the class-consciousness of  the  revolutionary

proletariat and to that of the liberal and conservative bourgeoisie. And just as the urban

wage struggle contributed to the formation of a strong monarchist industrial party in

Moscow, so  the conflagration of  the violent  rural  rising  in Livonia  led to  the rapid

liquidation of the famous aristocratic-agrarian zemstvo liberalism.

But at the same time, the period of the economic struggles of the spring and summer

of 1905 made it possible for the urban proletariat, by means of active social democratic

agitation and direction, to assimilate later all the lessons of the January prologue and to

grasp clearly all the further tasks of the revolution. There was connected with this too,

another  circumstance  of  an  enduring  social  character:  a  general  raising  of  the
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standard of life of the proletariat, economic, social and intellectual.

The January strikes of 1905 ended victoriously almost throughout. As proof of this

some data from the enormous, and still for the most part, inaccessible mass of material

may be cited here relating to a few of the most important strikes carried through in

Warsaw alone by the social democrats of Poland and Lithuania. In the great factories of

the  metal  industry  of  Warsaw:  Lilpos  Ltd.;  Ran  and  Lowenstein;  Rudzki  and  Co.;

Borman,  Schwede  and  Co.;  Handtke,  Gerlach  and  Pulst;  Geisler  Bros.;  Eberherd,

Wolski and Co.; Konrad and Yanruszkiewicz Ltd.; Weber and Daehu; Ewizdzinski and

Co.;  Wolonski  Wire Works;  Gostynski  and Co.,  Ltd.;  Rrun and Son; Frage Norblin;

Werner; Buch; Kenneberg Bros.; Labour; Dittunar Lamp Factory; Serkowski; Weszk –

twenty-two factories in all, the workers won after a strike of four to five weeks (from

January 24–26) a nine-hour day, a 25 per cent increase of wages and obtained various

smaller concessions. In the large workshops of the timber industry of Warsaw, namely

Karmanski,  Damieki,  Gromel,  Szerbinskik,  Twemerowski,  Horn,  Devensee,

Tworkowski, Daab and Martens – twelve workshops in all – the strikes had won by the

twenty-third of  February the nine-hour  day,  which they also won,  together with an

increase in wages, after a further strike of a week.

The entire  bricklaying  industry  began a  strike  on February  27 and demanded,  in

conformity with the watchword of social democracy, the eight-hour day; they won the

ten-hour day on March 11 together with an increase of wages for all categories, regular

weekly  payment  of  wages,  etc.  The  painters,  the  cartwrights,  the  saddlers  and  the

smiths all won the eight-hour day without decrease of wages.

The telephone workshops struck for ten days and won the eight-hour day and an

increase of wages of 10 to 15 per cent. The large linen-weaving establishment of Hielle

and Dietrich (10,000 workers) after a strike lasting nine weeks, obtained a decrease of

the working day by one hour and a wage increase of 5 to 10 per cent. And similar results

in endless variation were to be seen in the older branches of industry in Warsaw, Lodz,

and Sosnovitz.

In Russia proper the eight-hour day was won in December 1904 by a few categories

of oil workers in Baku; in May 1905 by the sugar workers of the Kiev district; in January

1905 all the printing works in Samara (where at the same time an increase of piecework

rates  was  obtained  and  fines  were  abolished);  in  February  in  the  factory  in  which

medical instruments for the army are manufactured, in a furniture factory and in the

cartridge factory in St. Petersburg. Further, the eight-hour day was introduced in the

mines at  Vladiviostock,  in March in  the government mechanical  workshops dealing

with government stock and in May among the employees of  the Tiflis  electric town

railway. In the same month a working day of eight-and-a-half hours was introduced in
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the large cotton-weaving factory of  Marosov (and at  the same time the abolition of

night work and a wage increase of 8 per cent were won); in June an eight-hour day in a

few oil works in St. Petersburg and Moscow; in July a working day of eight-and-a-half

hours among the smiths at the St. Petersburg docks; and in November in all the private

printing establishments of the town of Orel (and at the same time an increase of time

rates of 20 per cent and piecework rates of 100 per cent, as well as the setting up of a

conciliation board on which workers and employers were equally represented.)

The nine-hour day in all the railway workshops (in February), in many government,

military and naval workshops, in most of the factories of the town of Berdiansk, in all

the printing works of the towns of Poltava and Munsk; nine-and-a-half hours in the

shipyards, mechanical workshops and foundries in the town of Nikolaev, in June, after

a general strike of waiters in Warsaw, in many restaurants and cafes (and at the same

time a wage increase of 20 to 40 per cent, with a two-week holiday in the year).

The ten-hour day in almost all the factories of the towns of Lodz, Sosnovitz, Riga,

Kovno, Oval, Dorfat, Minsk, Kharkov, in the bakeries of Odessa, among the mechanics

in Kishinev, at a few smelting works in St. Petersburg, in the match factories of Kovno

(with an increase of wages of 10 per cent), in all the government marine workshops, and

amongst all the dockers.

The wage increases were, in general, smaller than the shortening of hours but always

more significant: in Warsaw in the middle of March 1905 a general increase of wages of

15 per cent was fixed by the municipal factories department; in the centre of the textile

industry,  Ivanovo Vosnesensk,  the  wage  increase  amounted  to  7  to  15  per  cent,  in

Kovno the increase affected 73 per cent of the workers. A fixed minimum wage was

introduced in some of the bakeries in Odessa, in the Neva shipbuilding yards in St.

Petersburg, etc.

It goes without saying that these concessions were withdrawn again, now here and

now there. This however was only the cause of renewed strife and led to still more bitter

struggles for  revenge,  and thus the strike  period of  the  spring of  1905 has  of  itself

become the prologue to an endless series of ever-spreading and interlacing economic

struggles which have lasted to the present day. In the period of the outward stagnation

of the revolution, when the telegraph carried no sensational news from the Russian

theatre  of  war  to  the  outside  world,  and  when  the  west  European  laid  aside  his

newspaper in disappointment with the remark there “was nothing doing” in Russia, the

great  underground  work  of  the  revolution  was  in  reality  being  carried  on  without

cessation, day-by-day and hour-by-hour, in the very heart of the empire. The incessant

intensive economic struggle effected, by rapid and abbreviated methods, the transition

of capitalism from the stage of  primitive  accumulation,  of  patriarchal  unmethodical
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methods of working, to a highly modern, civilised one.

At the present time the actual working day in Russian industry leaves behind, not

only the Russian factory legislation (that is the legal working day of eleven hours) but

even the actual conditions of Germany. In most departments of large-scale industry in

Russia the ten-hour day prevails, which in Germany is declared in social legislation to

be  an  unattainable  goal.  And  what  is  more,  that  longed-for  “industrial

constitutionalism,” for which there is so much enthusiasm in Germany, and for the sake

of  which the  advocates  of  opportunist  tactics  would  keep ever  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! In actual fact it is not merely a general raising of the standard of life,

or the cultural level of the working-class that has taken place. 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 simultaneously surprising economic victories and

the most brutal acts of revenge on the part of the capitalists; today the eight-hour day

and tomorrow wholesale lockouts and actual starvation for the millions.

The most precious, lasting, thing in the rapid ebb and flow of the wave is its mental

sediment: the intellectual, 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. And not only that. Even the relations of the

worker to the employer are turned round; since the January general  strike and the

strikes of 1905 which followed upon it, the principle of the capitalist “mastery of the

house” is de facto abolished. In the larger factories of all important industrial centres

the establishment of workers’ committees has, as if by itself, taken place, with which

alone the employer negotiates and which decide all disputes.

And finally  another thing,  the apparently “chaotic”  strikes and the “disorganised”

revolutionary action after the January general strike are becoming the starting point of

a  feverish  work  of  organisation.  Dame  History,  from  afar,  smilingly  hoaxes  the

bureaucratic lay figures who keep grim watch at the gate over the fate of the German

trade unions.  The firm organisations  which,  as  the  indispensable  hypothesis  for  an

eventual German mass strike, should be fortified like an impregnable citadel – these

organisations are in Russia, on the contrary, already born from the mass strike. And

while  the  guardians  of  the  German  trade  unions  for  the  most  part  fear  that  the

organisations will  fall  in pieces in a revolutionary whirlwind like rare porcelain, the

Russian revolution shows us the exact 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.
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Here again a little example, which, however, is typical of the whole empire. At the

second conference of the Russian trade unions which took place at the end of February

1906 in St. Petersburg, the representative of the Petersburg trade unions, in his report

on the development of trade-union organisations, of the czarist capital said:

“January 22, 1905, which washed away the Gapon union, was a turning point. The

workers in large numbers have learned by experience to appreciate and understand the

importance  of  organisation,  and  that  only  they  themselves  can  create  these

organisations.  The  first  trade  union  –  that  of  the  printers  –  originated  in  direct

connection with the January movement. The commission appointed to work out the

tariffs framed the statutes, and on July 19 the union began its existence. Just about this

time the union of office-workers and bookkeepers was called into existence.”

“In addition to those organisations, which extend almost openly, there arose from

January to October 1905 semi-legal and illegal trade unions. To the former belonged,

for example, the union of chemists’ assistants and commercial employees. Amongst the

illegal unions special attention must be drawn to the watchmakers’ union, whose first

secret session was held on April 24th. All attempts to convene a general open meeting

were shattered on the obstinate resistance of the police and the employers in the form

of the Chamber of Commerce. This mischance has not prevented the existence of the

union. The tailors and tailoresses union was founded in 1905 at a meeting in a wood at

which  seventy  tailors  were  present.  After  the  question  of  forming  the  union  was

discussed a commission was appointed which was entrusted with the task of working

out the statutes. All attempts of the commission to obtain a legal existence for the union

were unsuccessful.  Its  activities were confined to agitation and the enrolling of new

members in the individual workshops. A similar fate was in store for the shoemakers’

union. In July, a secret night meeting was convened in a wood near the city. Over 100

shoemakers attended; a report was read on the importance of trade unionism, on its

history in Western Europe and its tasks in Russia. It was then decided to form a trade

union; a commission of twelve was appointed to work out the statutes and call a general

meeting of shoemakers. The statutes were drawn up, but in the meantime it had not

been found possible to print them nor had the general meeting been convened.”

These were the first difficult beginnings. Then came the October days, the second

general strike, the czar’s manifesto of October 30 and the brief “constitution period.”

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  organisation.  Besides daily

political  meetings,  debates  and  the  formation  of  clubs,  the  development  of  trade

unionism was immediately taken in hand. In October and November forty new trade

unions appeared in St. Petersburg. Presently a “central bureau,” that is, a trade-union

council, was established, various trade-union papers appeared, and since November a
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central organ has also been published, The Trade Union.

What  was  reported  above  concerning  Petersburg  was  also  true  on  the  whole  of

Moscow and Odessa, Kiev and Nikolaev, Saratov and Voronezh, Samara and Nizhni

Novgorod, and all the larger towns of Russia, and to a still higher degree in Poland. The

trade unions of different towns seek contact with one another and conferences are held.

The end of the “constitution period,” and the return to reaction in December 1905 put a

stop for the time being to the open widespread activity of the trade unions, but did not,

however,  altogether  extinguish  them.  They  operate  as  organisations  in  secret  and

occasionally carry on quite open wage struggles. A peculiar mixture of the legal and

illegal  condition  of  trade-union  life  is  being  built  up,  corresponding  to  the  highly

contradictory revolutionary situation.

But  in  the  midst  of  the  struggle  the  work  of  organisation  is  being  more  widely

extended,  in  a  thoroughgoing,  not  to say pedantic  fashion.  The trade-unions of  the

social democracy of Poland and Lithuania, for example, which at the last congress (in

July  1906)  were  represented  by  five  delegates  from  a  membership  of  10,000  are

furnished with the usual statutes, printed membership cards, adhesive stamps, etc. And

the same bankers and shoemakers, engineers and printers of Warsaw and Lodz who in

June  1905  stood  on  the  barricades  and  in  December  only  awaited  the  word  from

Petersburg to begin street fighting, find time and are eager, between one mass strike

and another, between prison and lockout, and under the conditions of a siege, to go into

their  trade-union  statutes  and  discuss  them  earnestly.  These  barricade  fighters  of

yesterday and tomorrow have indeed more than once at meetings severely reprimanded

their leaders and threatened them with withdrawal from the party because the unlucky

trade-union membership cards could not be printed quickly enough – in secret printing

works under incessant police persecution. This zeal and this earnestness continue to

this day. For example,  in the first two weeks of July 1906 fifteen new trade unions

appeared  in  Ekaterinoslav,  six  in  Kostroma,  several  in  Kiev,  Poltava,  Smolensk,

Cherkassy, Proskurvo, down to the most insignificant provincial towns.

In  the  session  of  the  Moscow  trade-union  council  of  June  4  this  year,  after  the

acceptance of the reports of individual trade-union delegates, it was decided “that the

trade-unions should discipline their members and restrain from street rioting because

the  time  is  not  considered  opportune  for  the  mass  strike.  In  the  face  of  possible

provocation on the part of the government, care should be taken that the masses do not

stream out in the streets.” Finally, the council decided that if at any time one trade-

union began a strike the others should hold back from any wages movement. Most of

the economic struggles are now directed by the trade-unions.

Thus the great economic struggle which proceeded from the January general strike,
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and which has not ceased to the present day, has formed a broad background of the

revolution from which, in ceaseless reciprocal action with the political agitation and the

external  events  of  the  revolution,  there  ever  arise  here  and  there  now  isolated

explosions, and now great sections of the proletariat. Thus there flame up against this

background the following events one after the other; at the May Day demonstration

there  was  an  unprecedented,  absolute  general  strike  in  Warsaw  which  ended  in  a

bloody encounter between the defenceless crowd and the soldiers. At Lodz in June a

mass outing, which was scattered by the soldiers, led to a demonstration of 100,000

workers at the funeral of some of the victims of the brutal soldiery and to a renewed

encounter with the military, and finally, on June 23, 24 and 25, passed into the first

barricade fight in the czarist empire. Similarly in June the first great revolt of the sailors

of the Black Sea Fleet exploded in the harbour of Odessa from a trifling incident on

board  the  armoured  vessel  Potemkin  which  reacted  immediately  on  Odessa  and

Nikolaev in the form of a violent mass strike. As a further echo followed the mass strike

and the sailors’ revolts in Kronstadt, Libau and Vladivostok.

In the month of October the grandiose experiment of St. Petersburg was made with

the  introduction  of  the  eight-hour  day.  The  general  council  of  workers  delegates

decided to achieve the eight-hour day in a revolutionary manner. That means that on

the appointed day all the workers of Petersburg should inform their employers that they

are not willing to work more than eight hours a day, and should leave their places of

work  at  the  end of  eight  hours.  The  idea  was  the  occasion  of  lively  agitation,  was

accepted by the proletariat with enthusiasm and carried out, but very great sacrifices

were not thereby avoided. Thus for example, the eight-hour day meant an enormous fall

in wages for the textile workers who had hitherto worked eleven hours and that on a

system of piecework. This, however, they willingly accepted. Within a week the eight-

hour day prevailed in every factory and workshop in Petersburg, and the joy of

the workers knew no bounds. Soon, however, the employers, stupefied at first, prepared

their defences; everywhere they threatened to close their factories. Some of the workers

consented to negotiate and obtained here a working day of ten hours and there one of

nine hours. The elite of the Petersburg proletariat, however, the workers in the large

government  engineering  establishments,  remained unshaken,  and a  lockout  ensued

which threw from forty-five to fifty thousand men on the streets for a month. At the

settlement  the  eight-hour  day  movement  was  carried  into  the  general  strike  of

December which the great lockout had hampered to a great extent.

Meanwhile,  however,  the second tremendous general  strike throughout the whole

empire follows in October as a reply to the project of the Bulygin Duma – the strike to

which the railwaymen gave the summons. This second great action of the proletariat

already bears a character essentially different from that of the first one in January. The
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element of political consciousness already plays a much bigger role. Here also, to be

sure, the immediate occasion for the outbreak of the mass strike was a subordinate and

apparently accidental thing: the conflict of the railwaymen with the management over

the pension fund. But the general rising of  the industrial proletariat which followed

upon it  was conducted in accordance with clear political  ideas.  The prologue of  the

January strike was a procession to the czar to ask for political freedom: the watchword

of the October strike ran away with the constitutional comedy of czarism!

And thanks to the immediate success of the general strike, to the czar’s manifesto of

October 30, the movement does not flow back on itself, as in January but rushes over

outwardly in the eager activity of newly acquired political freedom. Demonstrations,

meetings, a young press, public discussions and bloody massacres as the end of the

story, and thereupon new mass strikes and demonstrations – such is the stormy picture

of  the  November  and  December  days.  In  November,  at  the  instance  of  the  social

democrats in Petersburg the first demonstrative mass strike is arranged as a protest

demonstration against the bloody deeds and proclamation of a state of siege in Poland

and Livonia.

The fermentation after the brief constitutional period and the gruesome awakening

finally leads in December to the outbreak of the third general mass strike throughout

the empire. This time its course and its outcome are altogether different from those in

the  two  earlier  cases.  Political  action  does  not  change  into  economic  action  as  in

January, but it no longer achieves a rapid victory as in October. The attempts of the

czarist  camarilla  with real  political  freedom are  no  longer  made,  and revolutionary

action therewith, for the first  time, and along its whole length, knocked against the

strong wall of the physical violence of absolutism. By the logical internal development

of progressive experience the mass strike this time changes into an open insurrection,

to armed barricades, and street fighting in Moscow. The December days in Moscow

close the first eventful year of the revolution as the highest point in the ascending line

of political action and of the mass strike movement.

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 open insurrection, which again on its part cannot come in any other way than

through the school of a series of preparatory partial insurrections, which end in partial

outward “defeats” and, considered individually, may appear to be “premature.”

The  year  1906  brings  the  elections  to  the  Duma  and  the  Duma  incidents.  The

proletariat, from a strong revolutionary instinct and clear knowledge of the situation,

boycotts the whole czarist constitutional farce, and liberalism again occupies the centre

stage for a few months. The situation of 1904 appears to have come again, a period of

Rosa Luxemburg: The Mass Strike (Chap.3) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1906/mass-strike/ch03.htm

17 of 18 9/20/2018, 9:24 PM



speeches instead of acts, and the proletariat for a time walk in the shadow in order to

devote themselves the more diligently to the trade-union struggle and the work of the

organisation. The mass strikes are no longer spoken of, while the clattering rockets of

liberal rhetoric are fired off day after day. At last, the iron curtain is torn down, the

actors are dispersed, and nothing remains of the liberal rockets but smoke and vapour.

An attempt of the Central Committee of the Russian social democracy to call forth a

mass strike, as a demonstration for the Duma and the reopening of the period of liberal

speechmaking,  falls  absolutely  flat.  The  role  of  the  political  mass  strike  alone  is

exhausted,  but,  at  the  same  time,  the  transition  of  the  mass  strike  into  a  general

popular  rising  is  not  yet  accomplished.  The  liberal  episode  is  past,  the  proletarian

episode is not yet begun. The stage remains empty for the time being.

Next: IV. The Interaction of the Political and Economic Struggle

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.2015
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

We have attempted in the foregoing to sketch the history of the mass strike in Russia in

a few strokes. Even a fleeting glance at this history shows us a picture which in no way

resembles that usually formed by discussions in Germany on the mass strike. Instead of

the rigid and hollow scheme of an arid political action carried out by the decision of the

highest committees and furnished with a plan and panorama, we see a bit of pulsating

life of flesh and blood, which cannot be cut out of the large frame of the revolution but

is connected with all parts of the revolution by a thousand veins.

The  mass  strike,  as  the  Russian Revolution shows it  to  us,  is  such  a  changeable

phenomenon that it reflects all the phases of the political and economic struggle, all

stages and factors of  the revolution.  Its  adaptability,  its  efficiency,  the factors of  its

origin are constantly changing.  It  suddenly opens new and wide perspectives of the

revolution when it appears to have already arrived in a narrow pass and where it is

impossible for anyone to reckon upon it with any degree of certainty. It flows now like a

broad  billow  over  the  whole  kingdom,  and now  divides  into  a  gigantic  network  of

narrow streams; now it bubbles forth from under the ground like a fresh spring and

now is completely lost under the earth. Political and economic strikes, mass strikes and

partial strikes, demonstrative strikes and fighting strikes, general strikes of individual

branches of industry and general strikes in individual towns, peaceful wage struggles

and street massacres, barricade fighting – all these run through one another, run side

by side, cross one another, flow in and over one another – it is a ceaselessly moving,

changing sea of phenomena. And the law of motion of these phenomena is clear: it does

not lie in the mass strike itself nor in its technical details, but in the political and social

proportions of the forces of the revolution.

The  mass  strike  is  merely  the  form  of  the  revolutionary  struggle  and  every
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disarrangement of the relations of the contending powers, in party development and in

class division, in the position of counter-revolution – all this immediately influences the

action of the strike in a thousand invisible and scarcely controllable ways. But strike

action  itself  does  not  cease  for  a  single  moment.  It  merely  alters  its  forms,  its

dimensions, its effect. It is the living pulse-beat of the revolution and at the same time

its  most  powerful  driving wheel.  In a  word,  the mass strike,  as shown to us in the

Russian  Revolution,  is  not  a  crafty  method  discovered  by  subtle  reasoning  for  the

purpose of making the proletarian struggle more effective, but the method of motion

of  the  proletarian  mass,  the  phenomenal  form  of  the  proletarian  struggle  in  the

revolution.

Some general aspects may now be examined which may assist us in forming a correct

estimate of the problem of the mass strike:

1. It is absurd to think of the mass strike as one act, one isolated action. The mass

strike is rather the indication, the rallying idea, of a whole period of the class struggle

lasting  for  years,  perhaps  for  decades.  Of  the  innumerable  and highly  varied  mass

strikes which have taken place in Russia during the last four years, the scheme of the

mass strike was a purely political movement, begun and ended after a cut and dried

plan, a short single act of one variety only and, at that, a subordinate variety – pure

demonstration strike. In the whole course of the five-year period we see in Russia only a

few demonstration strikes, which be it noted, were generally confined to single towns.

Thus the annual May Day general strike in Warsaw and Lodz in Russia proper on the

first of May has not yet been celebrated to any appreciable extent by abstention from

work;  the  mass  strike  in  Warsaw on September  11,  1905,  as  a  memorial  service  in

honour  of  the  executed  Martin  Kasprzak;  that  of  November  1905  in  Petersburg  as

protest  demonstrations  against  the  declaration  of  the  state  of  siege  in  Poland  and

Livonia; that of January 22, 1906 in Warsaw, Lodz, Czentochon and in Dombrowa coal

basin, as well as, in part, those in a few Russian towns as anniversary celebrations of

the  Petersburg  bloodbath;  in  addition,  in  July  1906  a  general  strike  in  Tiflis  as

demonstration of sympathy with soldiers sentenced by court-martial on account of the

military  revolt;  and  finally  from  the  same  cause,  in  September  1906,  during  the

deliberations of the court-martial in Reval. All the above great and partial mass strikes

and general strikes were not demonstration strikes but fighting strikes,  and as such

they  originated,  for  the  most  part,  spontaneously,  in  every  case  from specific  local

accidental causes, without plan or design, and grew with elemental power into great

movements,  and then they did not  begin an “orderly  retreat,”  but  turned now into

economic struggles, now into street fighting, and now collapsed of themselves.

In  this  general  picture  the  purely  political  demonstration  strike  plays  quite  a

subordinate role – isolated small points in the midst of  a mighty expanse. Thereby,
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temporarily considered, the following characteristic discloses itself: the demonstration

strikes which, in contradistinction to the fighting strikes, exhibit the greatest mass of

party discipline, conscious direction and political thought, and therefore must appear

as the highest and most mature form of the mass strike, play in reality the greatest part

in the beginnings of the movement. Thus, for example, the absolute cessation of work

on May 1, 1905, in Warsaw, as the first instance of a decision of the social democrats

carried  throughout  in  such  an  astonishing  fashion,  was  an  experience  of  great

importance for the proletarian movement in Poland. In the same way the sympathetic

strike of the same year in Petersburg made a great impression as the first experiment of

conscious  systematic  mass  action in  Russia.  Similarly  the  “trial  mass  strike”  of  the

Hamburg comrades on January 17, 1906, will play a prominent part in the history of the

future  German  mass  strike  as  the  first  vigorous  attempt  with  the  much  disputed

weapon, and also a very successful and convincingly striking test of the fighting temper

and the lust for battle of the Hamburg working class. And just as surely will the period

of the mass strike in Germany, when it has once begun in real earnest, lead of itself to a

real,  general cessation of work on May first. The May Day festival may naturally be

raised to a position of honour as the first great demonstration under the aegis of the

mass struggle. In this sense the “lame horse,” as the May Day festival was termed at the

trade-union congress at Cologne, has still a great future before it and an important part

to play, in the proletarian class struggle in Germany.

But with the development of  the earnest revolutionary struggle the importance of

such demonstrations diminishes rapidly. It is precisely those factors which objectively

facilitate the realisation of the demonstration strike after a preconceived plan and at the

party’s  word  of  command –  namely,  the  growth  of  political  consciousness  and the

training  of  the  proletariat  –  make  this  kind  of  mass  strike  impossible;  today  the

proletariat in Russia, the most capable vanguard of the masses, does not want to know

about mass strikes; the workers are no longer in a mood for jesting and will now think

only of a serious struggle with all its consequences. And when, in the first great mass

strike in January 1905, the demonstrative element, not indeed in an intentional, but

more in an instinctive, spontaneous form, still played a great part, on the other hand,

the attempt of the Central Committee of the Russian social democrats to call a mass

strike in August as a demonstration for the dissolved Duma was shattered by, among

other things, the positive disinclination of the educated proletariat to engage in weak

half-actions and mere demonstrations.

2. When, however, we have in view the less important strike of the demonstrative

kind, instead of the fighting strike as it represents in Russia today the actual vehicle of

proletarian  action,  we  see  still  more  clearly  that  it  is  impossible  to  separate  the

economic factors from one another. Here also the reality deviates from the theoretical
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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.  This  is

expressed not merely in the fact that the mass strike from that first great wage struggle

of the Petersburg textile workers in 1896–97 to the last great mass strike in December

1905, passed imperceptibly from the economic field to the political, so that it is almost

impossible to draw a dividing line between them.

Again, every one of the great mass strikes repeats, so to speak, on a small scale, the

entire history of the Russian mass strike, and begins with a pure economic, or at all

events, a partial trade-union conflict, and runs through all the stages to the political

demonstration. The great thunderstorm of mass strikes in South Russia in 1902 and

1903 originated, as we have seen, in Baku from a conflict arising from the disciplinary

punishment of the unemployed, in Rostov from disputes about wages in the railway

workshops,  in  Tiflis  from a  struggle  of  the  commercial  employees  for  reduction  of

working hours, in Odessa from a wage dispute in a single small factory. The January

mass  strike  of  1905  developed  from  an  internal  conflict  in  the  Putilov  works,  the

October strike from the struggle of the railway workers for a pension fund, and finally

the December strike from the struggle of the postal and telegraph employees for the

right of combination. The progress of the movement on the whole is not expressed in

the circumstances that the economic initial  stage is  omitted,  but much more in the

rapidity with which all the stages to the political demonstration are run through and in

the extremity of the point to which the strike moves forward.

But the movement on the whole does not proceed from the economic to the political

struggle, nor even the reverse. Every great political mass action, after it has attained its

political highest point, breaks up into a mass of economic strikes. And that applies not

only to each of the great mass strikes, but also to the revolution as a whole. With the

spreading, clarifying and involution of the political struggle, the economic struggle not

only does not recede, but extends, organises and becomes involved in equal measure.

Between the two there is the most complete reciprocal action.

Every new onset and every fresh victory of the political struggle is transformed into a

powerful impetus for the economic struggle, extending at the same time its external

possibilities and intensifying the inner urge of the workers to better their position and

their desire to struggle. After every foaming wave of political action a fructifying deposit

remains behind from which a thousand stalks of economic struggle shoot forth. And

conversely. The workers’ condition of ceaseless economic struggle with the capitalists

keeps their fighting energy alive in every political interval; it forms, so to speak, the

permanent fresh reservoir of the strength of the proletarian classes,  from which the

political  fight ever renews its strength, and at the same time leads the indefatigable
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economic sappers of the proletariat at all times, now here and now there, to isolated

sharp conflicts, out of which public conflicts on a large scale unexpectedly explode.

In  a  word:  the  economic  struggle  is  the  transmitter  from  one  political  centre  to

another; the political struggle is the periodic fertilisation of the soil for the economic

struggle. Cause and effect here continually change places; and thus the economic and

the political factor in the period of the mass strike, now widely removed, completely

separated or even mutually exclusive, as the theoretical plan would have them, merely

form the two interlacing sides of the proletarian class struggle in Russia.  And their

unity is precisely the mass strike. If the 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.

3. Finally, the events in Russia show us that the mass strike is inseparable from the

revolution.  The  history  of  the  Russian  mass  strike  is  the  history  of  the  Russian

Revolution. When, to be sure, the representatives of our German opportunism 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. In actual fact we see in Russia that almost every mass

strike in the long run leads to an encounter with the armed guardians of czarist order,

and therein the so-called political strikes exactly resemble the larger economic struggle.

The revolution, however, is something other and something more than bloodshed. In

contradiction to the police interpretation, which views the revolution exclusively from

the  standpoint  of  street  disturbances  and  rioting,  that  is,  from  the  standpoint  of

“disorder,” the interpretation of scientific socialism sees in the revolution above all a

thorough-going internal reversal of social class relations. And from this standpoint an

altogether different  connection exists  between revolution and mass  strike  in  Russia

from that contained in the commonplace conception that the mass strike generally ends

in bloodshed.

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 conditioned during the revolutionary period. Only in the sultry air

of the period of revolution can any partial little conflict between labour and capital grow

into a general explosion. In Germany the most violent, most brutal collisions between

the workers and employers take place every year and every day without the struggle

overleaping the bounds of the individual departments or individual towns concerned,

or  even  those  of  the  individual  factories.  Punishment  of  organised  workers  in

Petersburg and unemployment as in Baku, wage struggles as in Odessa, struggles for

the right of combination as in Moscow are the order of the day in Germany. No single
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one of these cases however changes suddenly into a common class action. And when

they grow into isolated mass strikes, which have without question a political colouring,

they do not bring about a general storm. The general strike of Dutch railwaymen, which

died away in spite of the warmest sympathy, in the midst of the complete impassivity of

the proletariat of the country, affords a striking proof of this.

And conversely, only in the period of revolution, when the social foundations and the

walls  of  the  class  society  are  shaken  and  subjected  to  a  constant  process  of

disarrangement,  any  political  class  action  of  the  proletariat  can  arouse  from  their

passive condition in a few hours whole sections of the working class who have hitherto

remained  unaffected,  and  this  is  immediately  and  naturally  expressed  in  a  stormy

economic struggle. The worker, suddenly aroused to activity by the electric shock of

political  action,  immediately  seizes  the weapon lying  nearest  his  hand for  the  fight

against his condition of economic slavery: the stormy gesture of the political struggle

causes  him  to  feel  with  unexpected  intensity  the  weight  and  the  pressure  of  his

economic  chains.  And  while,  for  example,  the  most  violent  political  struggle  in

Germany – the electoral struggle or the parliamentary struggle on the customs tariff –

exercised a scarcely perceptible direct influence upon the course and the intensity of the

wage struggles being conducted at the same time in Germany, every political action of

the proletariat in Russia immediately expresses itself in the extension of the area and

the deepening of the intensity of the economic struggle.

The revolution thus first creates the social conditions in which this sudden change of

the economic struggle into the political and of the political struggle into the economic is

possible,  a  change  which  finds  its  expression  in  the  mass  strike.  And if  the  vulgar

scheme sees the connection between mass strike and revolution only in bloody street

encounters with which the mass  strikes conclude,  a somewhat  deeper look into the

Russian events shows an exactly opposite connection: in reality the mass strike does not

produce the revolution but the revolution produces the mass strike.

4. It is sufficient in order to comprehend the foregoing to obtain an explanation of the

question of the conscious direction and initiative in the mass strike. If the mass strike is

not an isolated act but a whole period of the class struggle, and if this period is identical

with a period of revolution, it is clear that the mass strike cannot be called at will, even

when the decision to do so may come from the highest committee of the strongest social

democratic  party.  As  long as  the social  democracy  has  not  the  power  to  stage  and

countermand  revolutions  according  to  its  fancy,  even  the  greatest  enthusiasm  and

impatience  of  the  social  democratic  troops will  not  suffice  to  call  into  being  a  real

period of mass strike as a living, powerful movement of the people. On the basis of a

decision of the party leadership and of party discipline, a single short demonstration

may well be arranged similar to the Swedish mass strike, or to the latest Austrian strike,
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or even to the Hamburg mass strike of January 17. These demonstrations, however,

differ from an actual period of revolutionary mass strikes in exactly the same way that

the well-known demonstrations in foreign ports during a period of strained diplomatic

relations differ from a naval war. A mass strike born of pure discipline and enthusiasm

will, at best, merely play the role of an episode, of a symptom of the fighting mood of

the  working  class  upon  which,  however,  the  conditions  of  a  peaceful  period  are

reflected.

Of course, even during the revolution, mass strikes do not exactly fall from heaven.

They must be brought about in some way or another by the workers. The resolution and

determination of the workers also play a part and indeed the initiative and the wider

direction naturally fall to the share of the organised and most enlightened kernel of the

proletariat.  But  the  scope of  this  initiative  and this  direction,  for  the  most  part,  is

confined to application to individual acts, to individual strikes, when the revolutionary

period is already begun, and indeed, in most cases, is confined within the boundaries of

a single town. Thus, for example, as we have seen, the social democrats have already, on

several occasions, successfully issued a direct summons for a mass strike in Baku, in

Warsaw,  in  Lodz,  and in  Petersburg.  But  this  succeeds  much less  frequently  when

applied to general movements of the whole proletariat.

Further,  there  are  quite  definite  limits  set  to  initiative  and  conscious  direction.

During the revolution it is extremely difficult for any directing organ of the proletarian

movement  to  foresee  and  to  calculate  which  occasions  and  factors  can  lead  to

explosions and which cannot. Here also initiative and direction do not consist in issuing

commands according to one’s inclinations, but in the most adroit adaptability to the

given situation,  and the  closest  possible  contact  with the mood of  the  masses.  The

element of spontaneity, as we have seen, plays a great part in all Russian mass strikes

without exception, be it as a driving force or as a restraining influence. This does not

occur in Russia, however, because social democracy is still young or weak, but because

in every individual act of the 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  were a mathematical

problem. The revolution, even when the proletariat, with the social democrats at their

head, appear in the leading role, is not a manoeuvre of the proletariat in the open field,

but a fight in the midst of the incessant crashing, displacing and crumbling of the social

foundation. In short, in the mass strikes in Russia the element of spontaneity plays

such a predominant part,  not because the Russian proletariat are “uneducated,” but

because revolutions do not allow anyone to play the schoolmaster with them.

On the other hand, we see in Russia that the same revolution which rendered the

social  democrats’  command  of  the  mass  strike  so  difficult,  and  which  struck  the
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conductor’s  baton from,  or  pressed  into,  their  hand  at  all  times  in  such  a  comical

fashion – we see that it resolved of itself all those difficulties of the mass strike which,

in the theoretical scheme of German discussion are regarded as the chief concern of the

“directing body”: the question of “provisioning,” “discovery of cost,” and “sacrifice.” It

goes without saying that it does not resolve them in the way that they would be resolved

in a quiet confidential discussion between the higher directing committees of the labour

movement, the members sitting pencil in hand. The “regulation” of all these questions

consists  in  the  circumstance  that  the  revolution  brings  such  an  enormous  mass  of

people upon the stage that any computation or regulation of the cost of the movement

such  as  can  be  effected  in  a  civil  process,  appears  to  be  an  altogether  hopeless

undertaking.

The leading organisations in Russia certainly attempt to support the direct victims to

the best of their ability. Thus, for example, the brave victims of the gigantic lockout in

St. Petersburg, which followed upon the eight-hour day campaign, were supported for

weeks. But all these measures are, in the enormous balance of the revolution, but as a

drop in the ocean. At the moment that a real, earnest period of mass strikes begins, all

these “calculations” of “cost” become merely projects for exhausting the ocean with a

tumbler.  And  it  is  a  veritable  ocean  of  frightful  privations  and  sufferings  which  is

brought  by  every  revolution  to  the  proletarian  masses.  And  the  solution  which  a

revolutionary  period  makes  of  this  apparently  invincible  difficulty  consists  in  the

circumstances  that  such  an  immense  volume  of  mass  idealism  is  simultaneously

released that the masses are insensible to the bitterest sufferings. With the psychology

of a trade unionist who will not stay off his work on May Day unless he is assured in

advance of a definite amount of support in the event of his being victimised, neither

revolution nor mass strike can be made. But in the storm of the revolutionary period

even the proletarian is transformed from a provident pater familas demanding support,

into a “revolutionary romanticist,” for whom even the highest good, life itself, to say

nothing of material well-being, possesses but little in comparison with the ideals of the

struggle.

If, however, the direction of the mass strike in the sense of command over its origin,

and  in  the  sense  of  the  calculating  and  reckoning  of  the  cost,  is  a  matter  of  the

revolutionary period itself, the directing of the mass strike becomes, in an altogether

different sense, the duty of social democracy and its leading organs. Instead of puzzling

their heads with the technical side, with the mechanism, of the mass strike, the social

democrats  are  called  upon  to  assume  political  leadership  in  the  midst  of  the

revolutionary period.

To give the cue for, and the direction to, the fight; to so regulate the tactics of the

political struggle in its every phase and at its every moment that the entire sum of the
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available  power  of  the  proletariat  which  is  already  released  and  active,  will  find

expression in the battle array of the party; to see that the tactics of the social democrats

are decided according to their resoluteness and acuteness and that they never fall below

the level demanded by the actual relations of forces, but rather rise above it – that is the

most important task of the directing body in a period of mass strikes. And this direction

changes of  itself,  to a certain extent,  into technical  direction. A consistent,  resolute,

progressive tactic on the part of the social democrats produces in the masses a feeling of

security, self-confidence and desire for struggle; a vacillating weak tactic, based on an

underestimation  of  the  proletariat,  has  a  crippling  and  confusing  effect  upon  the

masses. In the first case mass strikes break out “of themselves” and “opportunely”; in

the second case they remain ineffective amidst direct summonses of the directing body

to mass strikes. And of both the Russian Revolution affords striking examples.

Next: V. Lessons of the Working-Class Movement in Russia Applicable to

Germany

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.2015
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

Let us now see how far all these lessons which can be learned from the Russian mass

strikes are applicable to Germany. The social and political conditions, the history and

status of  the labour movement are widely different in Germany and Russia.  At first

sight the inner law of the Russian mass strikes as sketched above may appear to be

solely  the  product  of  specifically  Russian  conditions  which  need  not  be  taken  into

account by the German proletariat. Between the political and economic struggle in the

Russian Revolution there is a very close internal connection; their unity becomes an

actual  fact  in the period of  mass strikes.  But is  not  that simply a result  of  Russian

absolutism? In a state in which every form and expression of the labour movement is

forbidden, in which the simplest strike is a political crime, it must logically follow that

every economic struggle will become a political one.

Further, when, contrariwise, the first outbreak of the political revolution has drawn

after it a general reckoning of the Russian working class with the employers, that is

likewise a simple result of the circumstances that the Russian worker has hitherto had a

very low standard of life, and has never yet engaged in a single economic struggle for an

improvement of his condition. The proletariat in Russia has first, to a certain extent, to

work their way out of these miserable conditions, and what wonder that they eagerly

availed themselves, with the eagerness of youth, of the first means to that end as soon

as the revolution brought the first fresh breeze into the heavy air of absolutism?

And finally, the stormy revolutionary course of the Russian mass strikes as well as

their preponderant spontaneous, elementary character is explained on the one hand by

the political backwardness of Russia, by the necessity of first overthrowing the oriental

despotism, and on the other hand, by the want of organisation and of discipline of the

Russian  proletariat.  In  a  country  in  which  the  working-class  has  had  thirty  years
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experience of political life, a strong social democratic party of three million members

and a quarter of a million picked troops organised in trade unions, neither the political

struggle  nor  the  mass  strike  can  possibly  assume  the  same  stormy  and  elemental

character as in a semi-barbarous state which has just made the leap from the Middle

Ages into the modern bourgeois order. This is the current conception amongst those

who would read the stage of maturity of the social conditions of a country from the text

of the written laws.

Let us examine the questions in their order. To begin with it is going the wrong way

about the matter to date the beginning of the economic struggle in Russia only from the

outbreak of the revolution. As a matter of fact, the strikes and wage disputes in Russia

proper were increasingly the order of the day since the nineties of the last century, and

in Russian Poland even since the eighties, and had eventually won civic rights for the

workers.  Of  course,  they  were  frequently  followed  by  brutal  police  measures,  but

nevertheless they were daily phenomena. For example, in both Warsaw and Lodz as

early  as  1891,  there  was  a  considerable  strike  fund,  and  the  enthusiasm  for  trade

unionism in these years had even created that “economic” illusion in Poland for a short

time which a few years later prevailed in Petersburg and the rest of Russia.

In  the  same  way  there  is  a  great  deal  of  exaggeration  in  the  notion  that  the

proletarian  in  the  czarist  empire  had  the  standard  of  life  of  a  pauper  before  the

revolution. The layer of the workers in large industries in the great towns who had been

the most active and jealous in the economic as in the political struggle are, as regards

the material conditions of life, on a scarcely lower plane than the corresponding layer of

the German proletariat, and in some occupations as high wages are to be met with in

Russia as in Germany, and here and there, even higher. And as regards the length of the

working day, the difference in the large-scale industries in the two countries is here and

there,  insignificant.  The  notion of  the  presumed material  and cultural  condition  of

helotry  of  the  Russian  working-class  is  similarly  without  justification  in  fact.  This

notion is contradicted, as a little reflection will show, by the facts of the revolution itself

and the prominent part that was played therein by the proletariat. 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 west European

type than is imagined by those who regard bourgeois parliamentarism and methodical

trade-union practice as the indispensable, or even the only, school of culture for the

proletariat.  The  modern  large  capitalist  development  of  Russia  and the  intellectual

influence of social democracy exerted for a decade-and-a-half, which has encouraged

and directed the economic struggle, have accomplished an important piece of cultural

work without the outward guarantees of the bourgeois legal order.
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The contrast, however, grows less when, on the other hand, we look a little further

into the actual standard of life in the German working-class. The great political mass

strikes in Russia have, from the first, aroused the widest layers of the proletariat and

thrown them into a feverish economic struggle. But are there not in Germany whole

unenlightened  sections  amongst  the  workers  to  which  the  warm  light  of  the  trade

unions has hitherto scarcely  penetrated,  whole  layers which up to the present have

never attempted, or vainly attempted, to raise themselves out of their social helotry by

means of daily wage struggles?

Let us consider the poverty of the miners. Already in the quiet working day, in the

cold  atmosphere  of  the  parliamentary  monotony  of  Germany  –  as  also  in  other

countries,  and even  in  the  El  Dorado of  trade  unionism,  Great  Britain  –  the  wage

struggle of  the  mine workers  hardly  ever  expresses  itself  in any other  way than by

violent eruptions from time-to-time in mass strikes of typical, elemental character. This

only shows that the antagonism between labour and capital is too sharp and violent to

allow  of  its  crumbling  away  in  the  form  of  quiet  systematic,  partial  trade-union

struggles. The misery of the miners, with its eruptive soil which even in “normal” times

is  a  storm  centre  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.

Let us take further, the case of the poverty of the textile workers.  Here also the

bitter,  and for  the  most  part  fruitless,  outbreaks  of  the  wage  struggle  which  raged

through Vogtland every few years, give but a faint idea of the vehemence with which the

great  agglomerate  mass  of  helots  of  trustified  textile  capital  must  explode during  a

political convulsion, during a powerful, daring mass action of the German proletariat.

Again, let us take the poverty of the home-workers,  of  the ready-made clothing

workers, of the electricity workers, veritable storm centres in which violent struggles

will be the more certain to break out with every political atmospheric disturbance in

Germany, the less frequently the proletariat take up the struggle in tranquil times; and

the more unsuccessfully they fight at any time, the more brutally will capital comply

them to return, gnashing their teeth, to the yoke of slavery.

Now, however, whole great categories of the proletariat have to be taken into account

which, in the “normal”  course of  things in Germany, cannot possibly take part in a

peaceful economic struggle for the improvement of their condition and cannot possibly

avail themselves of the right of combination. First and foremost we give the example of

the glaring poverty of the railway and the postal employees. For these government

workers there exist Russian conditions in the midst of the parliamentary constitutional

state of  Germany,  that is to say, Russian conditions as they existed only before the
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revolution,  during  the  untroubled  splendour  of  absolutism.  Already  in  the  great

October strike of 1905 the Russian railwaymen in the then formally absolutist Russia,

were,  as  regards  the  economic  and  social  freedom  of  their  movement,  head  and

shoulders above the Germans. The Russian railway and postal employees won the de

facto  right  of  combination  in  the  storm,  and  if  momentarily  trial  upon  trial  and

victimisation were the rule, they were powerless to affect the inner unity of workers.

However,  it  would  be  an  altogether  false  psychological  reckoning  if  one  were  to

assume, with the German reaction, that the slavish obedience of the German railway

and postal employees will last forever, that it is a rock which nothing can wear away.

When even the German trade-union leaders have become accustomed to the existing

conditions to such an extent that they, untroubled by an indifference almost without

parallel in the whole of Europe, can survey with complete satisfaction the results of the

trade-union struggle in Germany, then 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 of necessity bethink themselves of their own special

disgrace,  and  at  last  rouse  themselves  for  their  liberation  from  the  extra  share  of

Russian absolutism which is specially reserved for them in Germany.

The pedantic conception which would unfold great popular movements according to

plan and recipe regards  the  acquisition of  the  right  of  combination for  the  railway

workers as necessary before anyone will “dare to think” of a mass strike in Germany.

The actual and natural course of events can only be the opposite of this: only from a

spontaneous powerful mass strike action can the right of combination for the German

railway workers, as well as for the postal employees, actually be born. And the problems

which  in  the  existing  conditions  of  Germany  are  insoluble  will  suddenly  find  their

solution under the influence and the pressure of a universal political mass action of the

proletariat.

And finally, the greatest and most important: the poverty of the land workers. If

the British trade-unions are composed exclusively of industrial workers, that is quite

understandable in view of the special character of the British national economy, and of

the  unimportant  part  that  agriculture  plays,  on  the  whole,  in  the  economic  life  of

Britain. In Germany, a trade-union organisation, be it ever so well constructed, if  it

comprises  only  industrial  workers,  and  is  inaccessible  to  the  great  army  of  land

workers, will give only a weak, partial picture of the conditions of the proletariat. But

again it would be a fatal illusion to think that conditions in the country are unalterable

and immovable and that the indefatigable educational work of the social democracy,

and  still  more,  the  whole  internal  class  politics  of  Germany,  does  not  continually
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undermine the outward passivity of the agricultural workers and that any great general

class action of the German proletariat, for whatever object undertaken, may not also

draw the rural proletariat into the conflict.

Similarly,  the picture of  the alleged economic superiority of  the German over the

Russian proletariat is considerably altered when we look away from the tables of the

industries and departments organised in trade-unions and bestow a look upon those

great groups of the proletariat who are altogether outside the trade-union struggle, or

whose special economic condition does not allow of their being forced into the narrow

framework  of  the  daily  guerrilla  warfare  of  the  trade-unions.  We  see  there  one

important sphere after another, in which the sharpening of antagonisms has reached

the extreme point, in which inflammable material in abundance is heaped up, in which

there is  a great deal  of  “Russian absolutism” in its  most  naked form, and in which

economically the most elementary reckonings with capital have first to be made.

In  a  general  political  mass  strike  of  the  proletariat,  then,  all  these  outstanding

accounts  would  inevitably  be  presented  to  the  prevailing  system.  An  artificially

arranged demonstration of the urban proletariat, taking place once, a mere mass strike

action  arising  out  of  discipline,  and  directed  by  the  conductor’s  baton  of  a  party

executive, could therefore leave the broad masses of the people cold and indifferent.

But  a  powerful  and reckless  fighting  action  of  the  industrial  proletariat,  born  of  a

revolutionary situation, must surely react upon the deeper-lying layers, and ultimately

draw all those into a stormy general economic struggle who, in normal times, stand

aside from the daily trade-union fight.

But  when  we  come  back  to  the  organised  vanguard  of  the  German  industrial

proletariat, on the other hand, and keep before our eyes the objects of the economic

struggle which have been striven for by the Russian working class, we do not at all find

that there is any tendency to look down upon the things of youth, as the oldest German

trade-unions had reason to do. Thus the most important general demand of the Russian

strikes  since  January  22  –  the  eight-hour  day  –  is  certainly  not  an  unattainable

platform for the German proletariat, but rather in most cases, a beautiful, remote ideal.

This applies also to the struggle for the “mastery of the household” platform, to the

struggle  for  the  introduction  of  workers’  committees  into  all  the  factories,  for  the

abolition of piece-work, for the abolition of homework in handicraft, for the complete

observance of Sunday rest, and for the recognition of the right of combination. Yes, on

closer inspection all the economic objects of struggle of the Russian proletariat are also

for  the  German proletariat  very  real,  and touch  a  very  sore  spot  in  the  life  of  the

workers.

It therefore inevitably follows that the pure political mass strike, which is operated

Rosa Luxemburg: The Mass Strike (Chap.5) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1906/mass-strike/ch05.htm

5 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:25 PM



with for preference, is, in Germany, a mere lifeless theoretical plan. If the mass strikes

result, in a natural way from a strong revolutionary ferment, they will equally naturally,

exactly as in Russia, change into a whole period of elementary, economic struggles. The

fears of the trade-union leaders, therefore, that the struggle for economic interests in a

period of stormy political strife, in a period of mass strikes, can simply be pushed aside

and suppressed rest upon an utterly baseless, schoolboy conception of the course of

events.  A revolutionary  period in  Germany would also  so alter  the  character of  the

trade-union struggle and develop its potentialities to such an extent that the present

guerrilla warfare of the trade-unions would be child’s play in comparison. And on the

other  hand,  from  this  elementary  economic  tempest  of  mass  strikes,  the  political

struggle would always derive new impetus and fresh strength. The reciprocal action of

economic  and political  struggle,  which  is  the  main-spring  of  present-day  strikes  in

Russia, and at the same time the regulating mechanism of the revolutionary action of

the proletariat, would also naturally result in Germany from the conditions themselves.

Next: VI. Co-operation of Organised and Unorganised Workers Necessary for

Victory

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.2015
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

In connection with this, the question of organisation in relation to the problem of the

mass strike in Germany assumes an essentially different aspect.

The attitude of many trade-union leaders to this question is generally summed up in

the assertion: “We are not yet strong enough to risk such a hazardous trial of strength

as a mass strike.” Now this position is so far untenable that it is an insoluble problem to

determine the time, in a peaceful fashion by counting heads, when the proletariat are

“strong  enough”  for  any  struggle.  Thirty  years  ago  the  German  trade-unions  had

50,000 members. That was obviously a number with which a mass strike on the above

scale was not to be thought of. Fifteen years later the trade-unions were four times as

strong, and counted 237,000 members. If, however, the present trade-union leaders

had been asked at the time if the organisation of the proletariat was then sufficiently

ripe for a mass strike, they would assuredly have replied that it was still far from it and

that the number of those organised in trade-unions would first have to be counted by

millions.

Today the number of trade-unionists already runs into the second million, but the

views of the leaders are still exactly the same, and may very well be the same to the end.

The tacit assumption is that the entire working class of Germany, down to the last man

and the last woman, must be included in the organisation before it “is strong enough” to

risk  a  mass  action,  which  then,  according  to  the  old  formula,  would  probably  be

represented as “superfluous.”  This theory is  nevertheless absolutely utopian, for the

simple reason that it suffers from an internal contradiction, that it goes in a vicious

circle.  Before  the  workers  can  engage  in  any  direct  class  struggle  they  must  all  be

organised.  The  circumstances,  the  conditions,  of  capitalist  development  and  of  the

bourgeois state make it impossible that, in the normal course of things, without stormy
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class struggles, certain sections – and these the greatest, the most important, the lowest

and the most oppressed by capital, and by the state – can be organised at all. We see

even  in  Britain,  which  has  had  a  whole  century  of  indefatigable  trade-union  effort

without  any “disturbances”  –  except  at  the  beginning in  the period  of  the  Chartist

movement – without any “romantic revolutionary” errors or temptations,  it  has not

been possible to do more than organise a minority of the better-paid sections of the

proletariat.

On the other hand the trade-unions, like all fighting organisations of the proletariat,

cannot permanently maintain themselves in any other way than by struggle, and that

not  struggles  of  the  same  kind  as  the  war  between  the  frogs  and  the  mice  in  the

stagnant waters of  the bourgeois  parliamentary period,  but  struggle  in the troubled

revolutionary periods of the mass strike. The rigid, mechanical-bureaucratic conception

cannot conceive of the struggle save as the product of organisation at a certain stage of

its strength. On the contrary, the living, dialectical explanation makes the organisation

arise as a product of the struggle. We have already seen a grandiose example of this

phenomenon  in  Russia,  where  a  proletariat  almost  wholly  unorganised  created  a

comprehensive network of organisational appendages in a year-and-a-half  of stormy

revolutionary struggle.

Another example of this kind is furnished by the history of the German unions. In the

year 1878 the number of trade-union members amounted to 50,000. According to the

theory of the present-day trade-union leaders this organisation, as stated above, was

not nearly “strong enough” to enter upon a violent political struggle. The German trade-

unions however, weak as they were at the time, did take up the struggle – namely the

struggle against the anti-socialist law – and showed that they were “strong enough,” not

only to emerge victorious from the struggle, but to increase their strength five-fold: in

1891, after the repeal of the anti-socialist laws, their membership was 277,659. It is true

that the methods by which the trade-unions conquered in the struggle against the anti-

socialist  laws  do  not  correspond to  the  ideal  of  a  peaceful,  bee-like,  uninterrupted

process: they went first into the fight absolutely in ruins, to rise again on the next wave

and to be born anew. But this is precisely the specific method of growth corresponding

to the proletarian class organisations: to be tested in the struggle and to go forth from

the struggle with increased strength.

On a closer examination of German conditions and of the condition of the different

sections of the working class, it is clear that the coming period of stormy political mass

struggles will not bring the dreaded, threatening downfall of the German trade-unions,

but on the contrary, will open up hitherto unsuspected prospects of the extension of

their sphere of power – an extension that will proceed rapidly by leaps and bounds. But

the question has still another aspect. The plan of undertaking mass strikes as a serious
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political class action with organised workers only is absolutely hopeless. If the mass

strike, or rather,  mass strikes, and the mass struggle are to be successful  they must

become a real people’s movement, that is, the widest sections of the proletariat must be

drawn into the fight. Already in the parliamentary form the might of the proletarian

class struggle rests not on the small, organised group but on the surrounding periphery

of  the  revolutionary-minded  proletariat.  If  the  social  democrats  were  to  enter  the

electoral battle with their few hundred thousand organised members alone, they would

condemn themselves to futility. And although it is the tendency of social democracy

wherever possible to draw the whole great army of its voters into the party organisation,

its mass of  voters after thirty years experience of  social  democracy is  not increased

through the growth of the party organisation, but on the contrary, the new sections of

the proletariat, won for the time being through the electoral struggle, are the fertile soil

for  the subsequent seed of  organisation.  Here the organisation does not supply  the

troops of the struggle, but the struggle, in an ever growing degree, supplies recruits for

the organisation.

In a much greater degree does this obviously apply to direct political  mass action

than to the parliamentary struggle. If the social democrats, as the organised nucleus of

the working class, are the most important vanguard of the entire body of the workers

and if the political clarity, the strength, and the unity of the labour movement flow from

this  organisation,  then  it  is  not  permissible  to  visualise  the  class  movement  of  the

proletariat as a movement of the organised minority. Every real, great class struggle

must rest upon the support and co-operation of the widest masses, and a strategy of

class struggle which does not reckon with this co-operation, which is based upon the

idea  of  the  finely  stage-managed  march  out  of  the  small,  well-trained  part  of  the

proletariat is foredoomed to be a miserable fiasco.

Mass  strikes  and  political  mass  struggles  cannot,  therefore,  possibly  be  carried

through in Germany by the organised workers  alone,  nor  can they be appraised by

regular “direction” from the central committee of a party. In this case, again – exactly

as in Russia – they depend not so much upon “discipline” and “training” and upon the

most careful possible regulation beforehand of the questions of support and cost, as

upon a real revolutionary, determined class action, which will be able to win and draw

into the struggle the widest circles of the unorganised workers, according to their mood

and their conditions.

The  overestimate  and the  false  estimate  of  the  role  of  organisations  in  the  class

struggle  of  the  proletariat  is  generally  reinforced  by  the  underestimate  of  the

unorganised proletarian mass and of their political maturity. In a revolutionary period,

in the storm of great unsettling class struggles, the whole educational effect of the rapid

capitalist development and of social democratic influences first shows itself upon the
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widest sections of the people, of which, in peaceful times the tables of the organised,

and even election statistics, give only a faint idea.

We  have  seen  that  in  Russia,  in  about  two  years  a  great  general  action  of  the

proletariat can forthwith arise from the smallest partial conflict of the workers with the

employers,  from  the  most  insignificant  act  of  brutality  of  the  government  organs.

Everyone, of course, sees and believes that, because in Russia “the revolution” is there.

But what does that mean? It means that class feeling, the class instinct, is alive and very

active in the Russian proletariat, so that immediately they regard every partial question

of any small  group of workers as a general  question,  as a class affair,  and quick as

lightening they react to its influence as a unity. While in Germany, France, Italy and

Holland the most violent trade-union conflicts call forth hardly any general action of

the working class – and when they do, only the organised part of the workers move – in

Russia the smallest dispute raises a storm. That means nothing else however, than that

at  present  – paradoxical  as it  may sound – the class instinct of  the youngest,  least

trained, badly educated and still worse organised Russian proletariat is immeasurably

stronger than that of the organised, trained and enlightened working class of Germany

or of any other west European country. And that is not to be reckoned a special virtue of

the “young, unexhausted East” as compared with the “sluggish West,” but is simply a

result of direct revolutionary mass action.

In the case of the enlightened German worker the class consciousness implanted by

the  social  democrats  is  theoretical  and  latent:  in  the  period  ruled  by  bourgeois

parliamentarism it cannot, as a rule, actively participate in a direct mass action; it is the

ideal sum of the four hundred parallel actions of the electoral sphere during the election

struggle, of the many partial economic strikes and the like. In the revolution when the

masses  themselves  appear  upon  the  political  battlefield  this  class-consciousness

becomes practical and active.  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.  Of course, this  living, active class

feeling of the proletariat will considerably diminish in intensity, or rather change into a

concealed  and  latent  condition,  after  the  close  of  the  period  of  revolution  and  the

erection of a bourgeois-parliamentary constitutional state.

And just  as  surely,  on  the  other  hand,  will  the  living  revolutionary  class  feeling,

capable of action, affect the widest and deepest layers of the proletariat in Germany in a

period of strong political engagement, and that the more rapidly and more deeply, more

energetically  the  educational work of  social  democracy is  carried on amongst them.

This  educational  work  and  the  provocative  and  revolutionising  effect  of  the  whole

present policy of Germany will express itself in the circumstances that all those groups

which  at  present  in  their  apparent  political  stupidity  remain  insensitive  to  all  the
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organising  attempts  of  the  social  democrats  and  of  the  trade  unions  will  suddenly

follow the flag of social democracy in a serious revolutionary period. Six months of a

revolutionary period will complete the work of the training of these as yet unorganised

masses which ten years of public demonstrations and distribution of leaflets would be

unable to do. And when conditions in Germany have reached the critical stage for such

a period, the sections which are today unorganised and backward will, in the struggle,

prove themselves the most radical, the most impetuous element, and not one that will

have to be dragged along. If it should come to mass strikes in Germany it will almost

certainly not be the best organised workers – and most certainly not the printers – who

will  develop  the  greatest  capacity  for  action,  but  the  worst  organised  or  totally

unorganised – the miners, the textile workers, and perhaps even the land workers.

In this way we arrive at the same conclusions in Germany in relation to the peculiar

tasks of direction in relation to the role of social democracy in mass strikes, as in our

analysis  of  events in Russia.  If  we now leave the pedantic scheme of demonstrative

mass strikes artificially brought about by order of parties and trade unions, and turn to

the living picture of  a peoples’  movement arising with elementary energy,  from the

culmination  of  class  antagonisms  and  the  political  situation  –  a  movement  which

passes, politically as well as economically,  into mass struggles and mass strikes – it

becomes obvious that the task of social  democracy does not consist in the technical

preparation  and  direction  of  mass  strikes,  but,  first  and  foremost,  in  the  political

leadership of the whole movement.

The social democrats are the most enlightened, most class-conscious vanguard of the

proletariat. They cannot and dare not wait, in a fatalist fashion, with folded arms for the

advent of  the “revolutionary situation,”  to wait  for that which in every spontaneous

peoples’ movement, falls from the clouds. On the contrary, they must now, as always,

hasten the development of things and endeavour to accelerate events. This they cannot

do, however, by suddenly issuing the “slogan” for a mass strike at random at any odd

moment, but first and foremost, by making clear to the widest layers of the proletariat

the inevitable advent of this revolutionary period, the inner social factors making for

it and the political consequences of it. If the widest proletarian layer should be won for

a political mass action of the social democrats, and if, vice versa, the social democrats

should  seize  and maintain  the  real  leadership  of  a  mass  movement  –  should  they

become, in a political sense, the rulers of the whole movement, then they must, with

the utmost clearness, consistency and resoluteness, inform the German proletariat of

their tactics and aims in the period of coming struggle.

Next: VII. The Role of the Mass Strike in the Revolution

Rosa Luxemburg: The Mass Strike (Chap.6) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1906/mass-strike/ch06.htm

5 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:25 PM



Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.15

Rosa Luxemburg: The Mass Strike (Chap.6) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1906/mass-strike/ch06.htm

6 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:25 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

We have seen that the mass strike in Russia does not represent an artificial product of

premeditated  tactics  on  the  part  of  the  social  democrats,  but  a  natural  historical

phenomenon on the basis of the present revolution. Now what are the factors which in

Russia have brought forth this new phenomenal form of the revolution?

The  Russian  revolution  has  for  first  task  the  abolition  of  absolutism  and  the

establishment of a modern bourgeois-parliamentary constitutional state. It is exactly

the same in form as that which confronted Germany in the March 1848 Revolution, and

the Great French Revolution of the end of the eighteenth century. But the condition, the

historical  milieu,  in  which  these  formally  analogous  revolutions  took  place,  are

fundamentally different from those of present-day Russia. The essential difference is

that  between  those  bourgeois  revolutions  in  the  West,  and  the  current  bourgeois

revolution in the East, the whole cycle of capitalist development has run its course. And

this development had seized not only the West European countries, but also absolutist

Russia. Large-scale industry with all its consequences – modern class divisions, acute

social contrasts, modern life in large cities and the modern proletariat – has become in

Russia  the  prevailing  form,  that  is,  in  social  development  the  decisive  form  of

production.

The  remarkable,  contradictory,  historical  situation  results  from  this  that  the

bourgeois  revolution,  in  accordance with its  formal  tasks  will,  in the first  place,  be

carried  out  by  a  modern class-conscious  proletariat,  and in  an  international  milieu

whose distinguishing characteristic is  the ruin of bourgeois democracy. It is not the

bourgeoisie that is now the driving force of revolution as in the earlier revolutions of the

West, while the proletarian masses, swamped amidst a petty-bourgeois mass, simply

furnish cannon-fodder for the bourgeoisie, but on the contrary, it is the class-conscious

proletariat that is the active and leading element, while the big bourgeois turns out to

be either openly against the revolution or liberal moderates, and only the rural petit-
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bourgeoisie  and the urban petit-bourgeois intelligentsia  are  definitively oppositional

and even revolutionary minded.

The Russian proletariat, however, who are destined to play the leading part in the

bourgeois revolution,  enter the fight  free from all  illusions of  bourgeois  democracy,

with a strongly developed consciousness of their own specific class interests, and at a

time when the antagonism between capital  and labour  has  reached its  height.  This

contradictory  situation  finds  expression  in  the  fact  that  in  this  formally  bourgeois

revolution,  the  antagonism  of  bourgeois  society  to  absolutism  is  governed  by  the

antagonism of the proletariat to bourgeois society, that the struggle of the proletariat to

bourgeois  society  is  directed  simultaneously  and  with  equal  energy  against  both

absolutism and capitalist exploitation, and that the programme of the revolutionary

struggle  concentrates  with equal  emphasis  on political  freedom,  the winning of  the

eight-hour day, and a human standard of material existence for the proletariat. This

two-fold character of the Russian Revolution is expressed in that close union of the

economic with the political struggle and in their mutual interaction which we have seen

is a feature of the Russian events and which finds its appropriate expression in the mass

strike.

In the earlier bourgeois revolution where, on the one hand, the political training and

the leadership of the revolutionary masses were undertaken by the bourgeois parties,

and  where,  on  the  other  hand,  it  was  merely  a  question  of  overthrowing  the  old

government,  the  brief  battle  at  the  barricades  was  the  appropriate  form  of  the

revolutionary struggle. Today the working class must educate itself, marshal its forces,

and direct itself in the course of the revolutionary struggle and thus the revolution is

directed as much against capitalist exploitation as against the ancien regime; so much

so that the mass strike appears as the natural means to recruit, organize and prepare

the widest proletarian layers for revolutionary struggle, as the means to undermine and

overthrow the old state power,  as well  as to contain the capitalist  exploitation.  The

urban industrial proletariat is now the soul of the revolution in Russia. But in order to

carry  through  a  direct  political  struggle  as  a  mass,  the  proletariat  must  first  be

assembled  as  a  mass,  and for  this  purpose they must  come out  of  the  factory  and

workshop, mine and foundry, must overcome the atomisation and decay to which they

are condemned under the daily yoke of capitalism.

The  mass  strike  is  the  first  natural,  impulsive  form  of  every  great  revolutionary

struggle of the proletariat and the more highly developed the antagonism is between

capital and labour, the more effective and decisive must mass strikes become. The chief

form of previous bourgeois revolutions, the fight at the barricades, the open conflict

with the armed power of the state, is in the revolution today only the culminating point,

only a moment on the process of the proletarian mass struggle. And therewith in the
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new form of the revolution there is reached that civilising and mitigating of the class

struggle which was prophesied by the opportunists of German social democracy – the

Bernsteins,  Davids,  etc.  It  is  true  that  these  men  saw  the  desired  civilising  and

mitigating of the class struggle in the light of petty bourgeois democratic illusions –

they  believed  that  the  class  struggle  would  shrink  to  an  exclusively  parliamentary

contest and that street fighting would simply be done away with. History has found the

solution in a deeper  and finer fashion:  in  the advent of  revolutionary  mass  strikes,

which, of course, in no way replaces brutal street fights or renders them unnecessary,

but which reduces them to a moment in the long period of political struggle, and which

at the same time unites with the revolutionary period and enormous cultural work in

the most exact sense of the words: the material and intellectual elevation of the whole

working class through the “civilising” of the barbaric forms of capitalist exploitation.

The mass strike is  thus shown to be not a specifically  Russian product,  springing

from absolutism, but a universal form of the proletarian class struggle resulting from

the present stage of capitalist development and class relations. From this standpoint

the three bourgeois revolutions – the Great French Revolution, the German Revolution

of  March,  and  the  present  Russian  Revolution  –  form  a  continuous  chain  of

development in which the fortunes and the end of the capitalist century are to be seen.

In the Great French Revolution the still wholly underdeveloped internal contradictions

of bourgeois society gave scope for a long period of violent struggles, in which all the

antagonisms which first germinated and ripened in the heat of the revolution raged

unhindered  and unrestrained  in  a  spirit  of  reckless  radicalism.  A  century  later  the

revolution of the German bourgeoisie, which broke out midway in the development of

capitalism, was already hampered on both sides by the antagonism of interests and the

equilibrium of strength between capital and labour, and was smothered in a bourgeois-

feudal compromise, and shortened to a miserable episode ending in words.

Another half century, and the present Russian Revolution stands at a point of the

historical  path which is  already over the summit,  which is  on the other side of  the

culminating point of capitalist society, at which the bourgeois revolutions cannot again

be smothered by the antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat, but, will, on the

contrary,  expand into a new lengthy period of  violent social  struggles,  at  which the

balancing of the account with absolutism appears a trifle in comparison with the many

new accounts which the revolution itself opens up. The present revolution realises in

the particular affairs of absolutist Russia the general results of international capitalist

development,  and  appears  not  so  much  as  the  last  successor  of  the  old  bourgeois

revolutions as the forerunner of the new series of proletarian revolutions of the West.

The most backward country of all, just because it has been so unpardonably late with its

bourgeois  revolution,  shows  ways  and  methods  of  further  class  struggle  to  the
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proletariat of Germany and the most advanced capitalist countries.

Accordingly it appears, when looked at in this way, to be entirely wrong to regard the

Russian Revolution as a grandiose spectacle, as something specifically “Russian,” and at

best to admire the heroism of the fighting men, that is,  as outside onlookers of  the

struggle. It is much more important that the German workers should learn to look upon

the Russian Revolution as their own affair, not merely as a matter of international

solidarity with the Russian proletariat, but first and foremost, as a chapter of their

own social  and political  history.  Those  trade-union  leaders  and parliamentarians

who regard the German proletariat as “too weak” and German conditions “as not ripe

enough” for revolutionary mass struggles,  have obviously not the least idea that the

measure of the degree of ripeness of class relations in Germany and of the power of the

proletariat does not lie in the statistics of German trade unionism or in election figures,

but – in the events of the Russian Revolution. Exactly as the ripeness of French class

antagonisms under the July monarchy and the June battle of Paris was reflected in the

German March Revolution, in its course and its fiasco, so today the ripeness of German

class antagonisms is reflected in the events and in the power of the Russian Revolution.

And while the bureaucrats of the German labour movement rummage in their office

drawers for information as to their strength and maturity, they do not see that that for

which they  seek  is  lying  before  their  eyes  in  a  great  historical  revolution,  because,

historically considered, the Russian Revolution is a reflex of the power and the maturity

of the international, and therefore in the first place, of the German labour movement.

It would therefore be a too pitiable and grotesquely insignificant result of the Russian

Revolution if  the German proletariat  should merely draw from it  the lesson – as is

desired by Comrades  Frohme, Elm,  and others  – of  using the extreme form of  the

struggle, the mass strike, and so weaken themselves as to be merely a reserve force in

the event of the withdrawal of the parliamentary vote, and therefore a passive means of

parliamentary defensive. When the parliamentary vote is taken from us there we will

resist. That is a self-evident decision. But for this it is not necessary to adopt the heroic

pose of  a Danton as was done,  for example,  by Comrade Elm in Jena; because the

defence  of  the  modest  measure  of  parliamentary  right  already  possessed  is  less  a

Heaven-storming  innovation,  for  which  the  frightful  hecatombs  of  the  Russian

Revolution were first necessary as a means of encouragement, than the simplest and

first duty of every opposition party. But the mere defensive can never exhaust the policy

of the proletariat, in a period of revolution. And if it is, on the one hand, difficult to

predict with any degree of certainty whether the destruction of universal suffrage would

cause a situation in Germany which would call forth an immediate mass strike action,

so on the other hand, it is absolutely certain that when we in Germany enter upon the

period of stormy mass actions, it will be impossible for the social democrats to base
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their tactics upon a mere parliamentary defensive.

To fix beforehand the cause and the moment from and in which the mass strikes in

Germany will break out is not in the power of social democracy, because it is not in its

power to bring about historical situations by resolutions at party congresses. But what it

can and must do is to make clear the political tendencies, when they once appear, and

to formulate them as resolute and consistent tactics. Man cannot keep historical events

in  check  while  making  recipes  for  them,  but  he  can  see  in  advance  their  apparent

calculable consequences and arrange his mode of action accordingly.

The  first  threatening  political  danger  with  which  the  German  proletariat  have

concerned themselves for a number of years is a coup d’état of the reaction which will

wrest  from  the  wide  masses  of  the  people  of  the  most  important  political  right  –

universal suffrage. In spite of the immense importance of this possible event, it is, as we

have already said, impossible to assert with certainty that an open popular movement

would  immediately  break  out  after  the  coup  d’état,  because  today  innumerable

circumstances and factors have to be taken into account. But when we consider the

present  extreme  acuteness  of  conditions  in  Germany,  and  on  the  other  hand,  the

manifold  international  reactions  of  the  Russian  Revolution  and  of  the  future

rejuvenated Russia, it is clear that the collapse of German politics which would ensue

from the repeal of universal suffrage could not alone call a halt to the struggle for this

right. This coup d’état would rather draw after it, in a longer or shorter period and with

elementary power, a great general political reckoning of the insurgent and awakened

mass of the people – a reckoning with bread usury, with artificially caused dearness of

meat, with expenditure on a boundless militarism and “navalism,” with the corruption

of colonial policy, with the national disgrace of the Konigsberg trial, with the cessation

of social reform, with the discharging of railway workers, the postal officials and the

land workers,  with  the tricking  and mocking of  the  miners,  with  the  judgement  of

Lobtau and the whole system of class justice, with the brutal lockout system – in short,

with the whole thirty-year-old oppression of the combined dominion of Junkerdom and

large trustified capital.

But if once the ball is set rolling then social democracy, whether it wills it or not, can

never again bring it to a standstill. The opponents of the mass strike are in the habit of

denying that the lessons and examples of the Russian Revolution can be a criterion for

Germany because, in the first place, in Russia the great step must first be taken from an

Oriental despotism to a modern bourgeois legal order. The formal distance between the

old and the new political order is said to be a sufficient explanation of the vehemence

and the violence of the revolution in Russia. In Germany we have long had the most

necessary forms and guarantees of  a constitutional state,  from which it  follows that

such an elementary raging of social antagonisms is impossible here.
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Those who speculate thus forget that in Germany when it once comes to the outbreak

of open political struggles, even the historically determined goal will be quite different

from that in Russia today. Precisely because the bourgeois legal order in Germany has

existed for a long time, because therefore it has had time to completely exhaust itself

and to draw to an end, because bourgeois democracy and liberalism have had time to

die out – because of this there can no longer be any talk of a bourgeois revolution in

Germany. And therefore in a period of open political popular struggles in Germany, the

last historically necessary goal can only be the dictatorship of the proletariat.  The

distance, however, of this task from the present conditions of Germany is still greater

than that of the bourgeois legal order from Oriental despotism, and therefore, the task

cannot be completed at one stroke, but must similarly be accomplished during a long

period of gigantic social struggles.

But is there not a gross contradiction in the picture we have drawn? On the one hand

it means that in an eventual future period of political mass action the most backward

layers of the German proletariat – the land workers, the railwaymen, and the postal

slaves – will first of all win the right of combination, and that the worst excrescences of

exploitation must first  be removed and on the other hand, the political  task of  this

period  is  said  to  be  the  conquest  of  power  by  the  proletariat!  On  the  one  hand,

economic,  trade-union  struggles  for  the  most  immediate  interests,  for  the  material

elevation of the working class; on the other hand the ultimate goal of social democracy!

Certainly  these  are great  contradictions,  but  they are  not  contradictions due to our

reasoning, but contradictions due to capitalist development. It does not proceed in a

beautiful  straight  line  but  in  a  lightning-like  zig-zag.  Just  as  the  various  capitalist

countries represent the most varied stages of development, so within each country the

different layers of the same working class are represented. But history does not wait

patiently till the backward countries, and the most advanced layers have joined together

so that  the whole  mass  can move symmetrically  forward like  a  compact  column. It

brings the best prepared parts to explosion as soon as conditions there are ripe for it,

and then in the storm of the revolutionary period, lost ground is recovered, unequal

things are equalised, and the whole pace of social progress changed at one stroke to the

double-quick.

Just as in the Russian Revolution all the grades of development and all the interests

of the different layers of workers are united in the social democratic programme of the

revolution,  and the innumerable partial  struggles  united in  the great common class

action of the proletariat, so will it also be in Germany when the conditions are ripe for

it. And the task of social democracy will then be to regulate its tactics, not by the most

backward phases of development but by the most advanced.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Mass Strike

The most important desideratum which is to be hoped for from the German working

class in the period of great struggles which will come sooner or later is, after complete

resoluteness and consistency of tactics, the utmost capacity for action, and therefore the

utmost possible unity of the leading social democratic part of the proletarian masses.

Meanwhile  the  first  weak  attempts  at  the  preparation  of  great  mass  actions  have

discovered  a  serious  drawback  in  this  connection:  the  total  separation  and

independence of the two organisations of the labour movement, the social democracy

and the trade unions.

It is clear on a closer consideration of the mass strikes in Russia as well as of the

conditions in Germany itself, that any great mass action, if it is not confined to a mere

one-day demonstration, but is intended to be a real fighting action, cannot possibly be

thought of as a so-called political mass strike. In such an action in Germany the trade-

unions would be implicated as much as the social democrats. Not because the trade-

union leaders imagine that the social democrats, in view of their smaller organisation,

would have  no other  resources  than the co-operation of  one and a  quarter  million

trade-unionists and without them would be unable to do anything, but because of a

much more deep-lying motive: because every direct mass action of the period of open

class struggles would be at the same time both political and economic. If in Germany,

from any cause and at any time, it should come to great political struggles, to mass

strikes,  then  at  that  time  an  era  of  violent  trade-union  struggles  would  begin  in

Germany, and events would not stop to inquire whether the trade-union leaders had

given their consent to the movement or not. Whether they stand aside or endeavour to

resist  the  movement,  the  result  of  their  attitude  will  only  be  that  the  trade-union

leaders, like the party leaders in the analogous case, will simply be swept aside by the
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rush of events, and the economic and the political struggles of the masses will be fought

out without them.

As a matter-of-fact the separation of the political, and the economic struggle and the

independence  of  each,  is  nothing  but  an  artificial  product  of  the  parliamentarian

period,  even  if  historically  determined.  On the  one  hand in  the  peaceful,  “normal”

course of bourgeois society, the economic struggle is split into a multitude of individual

struggles in every undertaking and dissolved in every branch of production.  On the

other hand the political struggle is not directed by the masses themselves in a direct

action, but in correspondence with the form of the bourgeois state, in a representative

fashion,  by  the  presence  of  legislative  representation.  As  soon  as  a  period  of

revolutionary struggle commences, that is, as soon as the masses appear on the scene of

conflict, the breaking up the economic struggle into many parts, as well as the indirect

parliamentary form of the political struggle ceases; in a revolutionary mass action the

political  struggle  ceases;  in  a  revolutionary  mass  action  the  political  and economic

struggle are one, and the artificial boundary between trade union and social democracy

as two separate, wholly independent forms of the labour movement, is simply swept

away. But what finds concrete expression in the revolutionary mass movement finds

expression also in the parliamentary period as an actual state of affairs. There are not

two different class struggles of the working class, an economic and a political one, but

only  one  class  struggle,  which  aims  at  one  and the  same  time  at  the  limitation  of

capitalist  exploitation  within  bourgeois  society,  and  at  the  abolition  of  exploitation

together with bourgeois society itself.

When  these  two  sides  of  the  class  struggle  are  separated  from  one  another  for

technical reasons in the parliamentary period, they do not form two parallel concurrent

actions,  but  merely  two phases,  two stages  of  the  struggle  for  emancipation  of  the

working  class.  The  trade-union  struggle  embraces  the  immediate  interests,  and the

social  democratic  struggle  the  future  interests,  of  the  labour  movement.  The

communists,  says the Communist Manifesto,  represent,  as against various group

interests, national or local, of the proletariat, the common interests of the proletariat as

a whole, and in the various stages of development of the class struggle, they represent

the interests of the whole movement, that is, the ultimate goal – the liberation of the

proletariat. The trade unions represent only the group interests and only one stage of

development of the labour movement. Social democracy represents the working class

and the cause of its liberation as a whole. The relation of the trade unions to social

democracy is therefore a part of the whole, and when, amongst the trade-union leaders,

the theory of  “equal authority” of trade-unions and social democracy finds so much

favour, it  rests upon a fundamental misconception of the essence of trade-unionism

itself and of its role in the general struggle for freedom of the working class.
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This theory of the parallel action of social democracy and the trade-unions and of

their “equal authority” is nevertheless not altogether without foundation, but has its

historical roots. It rests upon the illusion of the peaceful, “normal” period of bourgeois

society, in which the political struggle of social democracy appears to be consumed in

the parliamentary struggle. The parliamentary struggle, however, the counterpart of the

trade-union struggle, is equally with it, a fight conducted exclusively on the basis of the

bourgeois social  order.  It  is  by its  very nature,  political  reform work,  as that of  the

trade-unions is economic reform work. It represents political work for the present, as

trade-unions represent economic work for the present. It is, like them, merely a phase,

a stage of development in the complete process of the proletarian class struggle whose

ultimate goal is as far beyond the parliamentary struggle as it is beyond the trade-union

struggle. The parliamentary struggle is, in relation to social democratic policy, also a

part of the whole, exactly as trade-union work is. Social democracy today comprises the

parliamentary and the trade-union struggle in one class struggle aiming at the abolition

of the bourgeois social order.

The theory of the “equal authority” of trade-unions and social democracy is likewise

not  a  mere  theoretical  misunderstanding,  not  a  mere  case  of  confusion  but  an

expression of the well-known tendency of that opportunist wing of social democracy

which reduced the political struggle of the working class to the parliamentary contest,

and desires to change social democracy from a revolutionary proletarian party into a

petty-bourgeois  reform  one.[1]  If  social  democracy  should  accept  the  theory  of  the

“equal authority” of the trade-unions, it  would thereby accept, indirectly and tacitly,

that  transformation  which  has  long  been  striven  for  by  the  representatives  of  the

opportunist tendency.

In  Germany,  however,  there  is  such  a  shifting  of  relations  within  the  labour

movement as is impossible in any other country. The theoretical conception, according

to  which  the  trade-unions  are  merely  a  part  of  social  democracy,  finds  its  classic

expression in Germany in fact, in actual practice, and that in three directions. First, the

German trade-unions are a direct product of social democracy; it was social democracy

which created the beginnings of the present trade-union movement in Germany and

which enabled it  to  attain such great  dimensions,  and it  is  social  democracy  which

supplies it to this day with its leaders and the most active promoters of its organisation.

Second, the German trade-unions are a product of social democracy also in the sense

that social democratic teaching is the soul of trade-union practice, as the trade-unions

owe their superiority over all bourgeois and denominational trade-unions to the idea of

the class struggle; their practical success, their power, is a result of the circumstance

that  their  practice  is  illuminated  by  the  theory  of  scientific  socialism and  they  are
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thereby  raised  above  the  level  of  a  narrow-minded  socialism.  The  strength  of  the

“practical policy” of the German trade-unions lies in their insight into the deeper social

and economic connections of the capitalist system; but they owe this insight entirely to

the theory of scientific socialism upon which their practice is based. Viewed in this way,

any attempt to emancipate the trade-unions from the social democratic theory in favour

of  some  other  “trade-union  theory”  opposed  to  social  democracy,  is,  from  the

standpoint of the trade-unions themselves and of their future, nothing but an attempt

to commit suicide. The separation of trade-union practice from the theory of scientific

socialism  would  mean to  the  German  trade-unions  the  immediate  loss  of  all  their

superiority over all kinds of bourgeois trade-unions, and their fall from their present

height to the level of unsteady groping and mere dull empiricism.

Thirdly and finally, the trade-unions are, although their leaders have gradually lost

sight of the fact, even as regards their numerical strength, a direct product of the social

democratic  movement  and  the  social  democratic  agitation.  It  is  true  that  in  many

districts  trade-union  agitation  precedes  social  democratic  agitation,  and  that

everywhere trade-union work prepares the way for party work. From the point of view

of effect, party and trade-unions assist each other to the fullest extent. But when the

picture of the class struggle in Germany is looked at as a whole and its more deep-

seated associations, the proportions are considerably altered. Many trade-union leaders

are  in  the  habit  of  looking  down  triumphantly  from  the  proud  height  of  their

membership of one and a quarter million on the miserable organised members of the

Social Democratic Party, not yet half a million strong, and of recalling the time, ten or

twelve years ago, when those in the ranks of social democracy were pessimistic as to the

prospects of trade-union development.

They do see that between these two things – the large number of organised trade

unionists and the small number of organised Social  Democrats – there exists  in a

certain degree a direct causal connection. Thousands and thousands of workers do

not join the party organisations precisely because they join the trade-unions. According

to  the theory,  all  the  workers  must  be  doubly  organised,  must  attend two kinds of

meetings, pay double contributions, read two kinds of workers’ papers, etc. But for this

it is necessary to have a higher standard of intelligence and of that idealism which, from

a pure feeling of duty to the labour movement, is prepared for the daily sacrifice of time

and money, and finally, a higher standard of that passionate interest in the actual life of

the party which can only be engendered by membership of the party organisation. All

this  is  true  of  the  most  enlightened  and  intelligent  minority  of  social  democratic

workers in the large towns, where party life is full and attractive and where the workers’

standard of living is high. Amongst the wider sections of the working masses in the

large towns, however, as well as in the provinces, in the smaller and the smallest towns
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where political life is not an independent thing but a mere reflex of the course of events

in  the  capital,  where  consequently,  party  life  is  poor  and monotonous,  and where,

finally, the economic standard of life of the workers is, for the most part, miserable, it is

very difficult to secure the double form of organisation.

For the social democratically-minded worker from the masses the question will be

solved by his joining his trade-union. The immediate interests of his economic struggle

which are conditioned by the nature of the struggle itself cannot be advanced in any

other way than by membership of a trade-union organisation. The contribution which

he  pays,  often  amidst  considerable  sacrifice  of  his  standard  of  living,  bring  him

immediate, visible results. His social democratic inclinations, however, enable him to

participate in various kinds of work without belonging to a special party organisation;

by  voting  at  parliamentary  elections,  by  attendance  at  social  democratic  public

meetings,  by  following the  reports  of  social  democratic  speeches  in  representatives

bodies, and by reading the party press. Compare in this connection the number of social

democratic electors or the number of  subscribers to Vorwärts  with the number of

organised party members in Berlin!

And what is most decisive, the social democratically-minded average worker who, as

a simple man, can have no understanding of the intricate and fine so-called two-soul

theory,  feels  that  he  is,  even  in  the  trade  union,  social  democratically  organised.

Although the central committees of the unions have no official party label, the workman

from the masses in every city and town sees the head of his trade-union as the most

active leader, those colleagues whom he knows also as comrades and social democrats

in public life, now as Reichstag, Landstag or local representatives, now as trusted men

of the social democracy, members of election committees, party editors and secretaries,

or merely as speakers and agitators. Further, he hears expressed in the agitational work

of his trade-union much the same ideas, pleasing and intelligible to him, of capitalist

exploitation, class relations, etc., as those that have come to him from social democratic

agitation. Indeed, the most and best loved of the speakers at trade-union meetings are

those same social democrats.

Thus everything combines to give the average class-conscious worker the feeling that

he, in being organised in his trade-union, is also a member of his labour party and is

social democratically organised, and therein lies the peculiar recruiting strength of

the German trade-unions. Not because of the appearance of neutrality, but because of

the social democratic reality of their being, have the central unions being enabled to

attain their present strength.  This is  simply through the co-existence of  the various

unions – Catholic, Hirsch-Dunker, etc. – founded by bourgeois parties by which it was

sought  to  establish  the  necessity  for  that  political  “neutrality.”  When  the  German

worker  who  has  full  freedom  of  choice  to  attach  himself  to  a  Christian,  Catholic,
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Evangelical  or Free-thinking trade-union, chooses none of these but the “free trade-

union” instead, or leaves one of the former to join the latter, he does so only because he

considers that the  central  unions are the avowed organisations of  the  modern class

struggle, or, what is the same thing in Germany, that they are social democratic trade-

unions.

In a word the appearance of “neutrality,” which exists in the minds of many trade-

union leaders, does not exist for the mass of organised trade-unionists. And that is the

good  fortune  of  the  trade-union  movement.  If  the  appearance  of  “neutrality”,  that

alienation and separation of the trade-unions from social democracy, really and truly

becomes a reality in the eyes of the proletarian masses, then the trade-unions would

immediately lose all their advantages over competing bourgeois unions, and therewith

their recruiting power, their living fire. This is conclusively proved by the facts which

are generally known. The appearance of party-political “neutrality” of the trade-unions

could, as a means of attraction, render inestimable service in a country in which social

democracy  itself  has  no  credit  among  the  masses,  in  which  the  odium attaching a

workers’ organisation injures it in the eyes of the masses rather than advantages it –

where, in a word, the trade-unions must first of all recruit their troops from a wholly

unenlightened, bourgeois-minded mass.

The best example of such a country was, throughout the whole of the last century,

and is to a certain extent today, Great Britain. In Germany, however, party relations are

altogether  different.  In  a  country,  in  which  social  democracy  is  the  most  powerful

political party, in which its recruiting power is represented by an army of over three

million proletarians, it is ridiculous to speak of the deterrent effect of social democracy

and  of  the  necessity  for  a  fighting  organisation  of  the  workers  to  ensure  political

neutrality.  The mere comparison of the figures of  social  democratic voters with the

figures of the trade-union organisations in Germany is sufficient to prove to the most

simple-minded that the trade-unions in Germany do not,  as in England, draw their

troops  from  the  unenlightened  bourgeois-minded  mass,  but  from  the  mass  of

proletarians already aroused by the social democracy and won by it to the idea of the

class struggle. Many trade-union leaders indignantly reject the idea – a requisite of the

“theory of neutrality” – and regard the trade-unions as a recruiting school for social

democracy. This apparently insulting, but in reality, highly flattering presumption is in

Germany reduced to mere fancy by the circumstance that the positions are reversed; it

is the social democracy which is the recruiting school for the trade-unions.

Moreover, if the organisational work of the trade-unions is for the most part of a very

difficult  and  troublesome  kind,  it  is,  with  the  exception  of  a  few  cases  and  some

districts, not merely because on the whole, the soil has not been prepared by the social

democratic plough, but also because the trade-union seed itself, and the sower as well,
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must also be “red,”  social  democratic before  the harvest can prosper.  But  when we

compare in this way the figures of trade-union strength, not with those of the social

democratic organisations, but – which is the only correct way – with those of the mass

of social democratic voters, we come to a conclusion which differs considerably from

the current view of the matter. The fact then comes to light that the “free trade-unions”

actually represent today but a minority of the class-conscious workers of Germany, that

even with their one and a quarter million organised members they have not yet been

able to draw into their ranks one-half of those already aroused by social democracy.

The most important conclusion to be drawn from the facts above cited is that the

complete  unity  of  the  trade-union  and the  social  democratic  movements,  which  is

absolutely necessary for the coming mass struggles in Germany, is actually here, and

that  it  is  incorporated  in  the  wide  mass  which  forms  the  basis  at  once  of  social

democracy  and  trade-unionism,  and  in  whose  consciousness  both  parts  of  the

movement  are  mingled  in  a  mental  unity.  The  alleged  antagonism  between  Social

Democracy and trade unions shrinks to an antagonism between Social Democracy and

a  certain  part  of  the  trade-union  officials,  which  is,  however,  at  the  same time an

antagonism within the trade unions between this part of the trade-union leaders and

the proletarian mass organized in trade unions.

The rapid growth of the trade-union movement in Germany in the course of the last

fifteen years, especially in the period of great economic prosperity from 1895 to 1900

has brought with it a great independence of the trade-unions, a specialising of their

methods of struggle, and finally the introduction of a regular trade-union officialdom.

All these phenomena are quite understandable and natural historical products of the

growth of the trade-unions in this fifteen-year period, and of the economic prosperity

and political calm of Germany. They are, although inseparable from certain drawbacks,

without doubt a historically necessary evil. But the dialectics of development also brings

with it the circumstance that these necessary means of promoting trade-union growth

become, on the contrary, obstacles to this further development at a certain stage of

organisation and at a certain degree of ripeness of conditions.

The  specialisation  of  professional  activity  as  trade-union  leaders,  as  well  as  the

naturally restricted horizon which is bound up with disconnected economic struggles in

a peaceful period, leads only too easily, amongst trade-union officials, to bureaucratism

and a certain narrowness of  outlook. Both,  however, express themselves in a whole

series of tendencies which may be fateful in the highest degree for the future of the

trade-union movement. There is first of all the overvaluation of the organisation, which

from a means has gradually been changed into an end in itself, a precious thing, to

which the interests of the struggles should be subordinated. From this also comes that

openly admitted need for peace which shrinks from great risks and presumed dangers
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to the stability of the trade-unions, and further, the overvaluation of the trade-union

method of struggle itself, its prospects and its successes.

The trade-union leaders, constantly absorbed in the economic guerrilla war whose

plausible  task  it  is  to  make  the  workers  place  the  highest  value  on  the  smallest

economic achievement,  every increase  in  wages  and shortening of  the  working day,

gradually lose the power of seeing the larger connections and of taking a survey of the

whole position. Only in this way can one explain why many trade-union leaders refer

with the greatest satisfaction to the achievements of the last fifteen years, instead of, on

the contrary, emphasising the other side of the medal; the simultaneous and immense

reduction  of  the  proletarian  standard  of  life  by  land  usury,  by  the  whole  tax  and

customs  policy,  by  landlord  rapacity  which  has  increased  house  rents  to  such  an

exorbitant extent, in short, by all the objective tendencies of bourgeois policy which

have largely  neutralised the advantages  of  the  fifteen years of  trade-union struggle.

From the whole  social democratic truth which, while emphasising the importance of

the  present  work  and  its  absolute  necessity,  attaches  the  chief  importance  to  the

criticism  and  the  limits  to  this  work,  the  half  trade-union  truth  is  taken  which

emphasises only the positive side of the daily struggle.

And finally,  from the concealment of  the objective  limits  drawn by the bourgeois

social  order  to the trade-union struggle,  there  arises  a  hostility  to  every  theoretical

criticism which refers to these limits in connection with the ultimate aims of the labour

movement. Fulsome flattery and boundless optimism are considered to be the duty of

every “friend of the trade-union movement.” But as the social democratic standpoint

consists precisely in fighting against uncritical parliamentary optimism, a front is at last

made against the social democratic theory: men grope for a “new trade-union theory,”

that  is,  a  theory which would open an illimitable  vista  of  economic progress to the

trade-union struggle within the capitalist system, in opposition to the social democratic

doctrine. Such a theory has indeed existed for some time – the theory of  Professor

Sombart which was promulgated with the express intention of driving a wedge between

the  trade-unions  and the  social  democracy  in  Germany,  and  of  enticing  the  trade-

unions over to the bourgeois position.

In close connection with these theoretical tendencies is a revolution in the relations

of  leaders  and  rank-and-file.  In  place  of  the  direction  by  colleagues  through  local

committees, with their admitted inadequacy, there appears the business-like direction

of the trade-union officials. The initiative and the power of making decisions thereby

devolve  upon  trade-union  specialists,  so  to  speak,  and  the  more  passive  virtue  of

discipline upon the  mass  of  members.  This  dark  side  of  officialdom also  assuredly

conceals  considerable  dangers  for  the  party,  as  from  the  latest  innovation,  the

institution of local party secretaries, it can quite easily result, if the social democratic
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mass is not careful that these secretariats may remain mere organs for carrying out

decisions and not be regarded in any way the appointed bearers of the initiative and of

the direction of local party life. But by the nature of the case, by the character of the

political struggle, there are narrow bounds drawn to bureaucratism in social democracy

as in trade-union life.

But here the technical specialising of wage struggles as, for example, the conclusion

of  intricate  tariff  agreements  and  for  the  like,  frequently  means  that  the  mass  of

organised workers are prohibited from taking a “survey of the whole industrial life,”

and their incapacity for taking decisions is thereby established. A consequence of this

conception is the argument with which every theoretical criticism of the prospects and

possibilities of trade-union practice is tabooed and which alleges that it represents a

danger to the pious trade-union sentiment of the masses. From this, a point of view has

been developed, that it is only by blind, child-like faith in the efficacy of the trade-union

struggle  that  the  working  masses  can  be  won  and  held  for  the  organisation.  In

contradistinction to  social  democracy  which bases  its  influence  on the  unity  of  the

masses amidst the contradictions of the existing order and in the complicated character

of its development, and on the critical attitude of the masses to all factors and stages of

their own class struggle, the influence and the power of the trade-unions are founded

upon the upside-down theory of the incapacity of the masses for criticism and decision.

“The faith of the people must be maintained” – that is the fundamental principle, acting

upon which many trade-union officials stamp as attempts on the life of this movement,

all criticisms of the objective inadequacy of trade-unionism.

And finally, a result of all this specialisation and this bureaucratism amongst trade-

union officials is the great independence and the “neutrality” of  the trade-unions in

relation  to  social  democracy.  The  extreme  independence  of  the  trade-union

organisation is a natural result of its growth, as a relation which has grown out of the

technical division of work between the political and the trade-union forms of struggle.

The “neutrality”  of  the German trade-unions,  on its  part,  arose  as a product of  the

reactionary trade-union legislation of the Prusso-German police state. With time, both

aspects of their nature have altered. From the condition of political “neutrality” of the

trade-unions imposed by the police,  a  theory of  their  voluntary  neutrality has  been

evolved as a  necessity  founded upon the alleged nature  of  the  trade-union struggle

itself. And the technical independence of the trade-unions which should rest upon the

division of work in the unified social democratic class struggle, the separation of the

trade-unions  from  social  democracy,  from  its  views  and  its  leadership,  has  been

changed into the so-called equal authority of trade-unions and social democracy.

The appearance of separation and equality of trade-unions and social democracy is,

however, incorporated chiefly in the trade-union officials,  and strengthened through
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the  managing  apparatus  of  the  trade-unions.  Outwardly,  by  the  co-existence  of  a

complete staff of trade-union officials, of a wholly independent central committee, of

numerous  professional  press,  and  finally  of  a  trade-union  congress,  the  illusion  is

created of an exact parallel with the managing apparatus of the social democracy, the

party  executive,  the  party  press  and the  party  conference.  This  illusion  of  equality

between social democracy and the trade-union had led to, amongst other things, the

monstrous  spectacle  that,  in  part,  quite  analogous  agendas  are  discussed  at  social

democratic conferences and trade-union congresses, and that on the same questions

different,  and  even  diametrically  opposite,  decisions  are  taken.  From  the  natural

division of work between the party conference (which represents the general interests

and tasks of the labour movement), and the trade-union congress (which deals with the

much narrower sphere of social questions and interests) the artificial division has been

made of a pretended trade-union and a social  democratic outlook in relation to the

same general questions and interests of the labour movement.

Thus the peculiar position has arisen that this same trade-union movement which

below, in the wide proletarian masses, is absolutely one with social democracy, parts

abruptly from it above, in the super-structure of management, and sets itself up as an

independent  great  power.  The  German  labour  movement  therefore  assumes  the

peculiar form of a double pyramid whose base and body consist of one solid mass but

whose apexes are wide apart.

It  is  clear from this  presentation of  the case in what way alone in a  natural  and

successful manner that compact unity of the German labour movement can be attained

which, in view of the coming political class struggles and of the peculiar interests of the

further development of the trade-unions, is indispensably necessary. Nothing could be

more perverse or more hopeless than to desire to attain the unity desired by means of

sporadic  and  periodical  negotiations  on  individual  questions  affecting  the  labour

movement between the Social Democratic Party leadership and the trade-union central

committees. It is just the highest circles of both forms of the labour movement, which

as  we  have  seen,  incorporate  their  separation  and  self-sufficiency,  which  are

themselves, therefore, the promoters of the illusion of the “equal authority” and of the

parallel existence of social democracy and trade-unionism.

To desire the unity of these through the union of the party executive and the general

commission is to desire to build a bridge at the very spot where the distance is greater

and the crossing more difficult. Not above, amongst the heads of the leading directing

organisations  and  in  their  federative  alliance,  but  below,  amongst  the  organised

proletarian masses, lies the guarantee of the real unity of the labour movement. In the

consciousness of the million trade-unionists, the party and the trade unions are actually

one,  they  represent  in  different  forms  the  social  democratic  struggle  for  the
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emancipation of  the proletariat.  And the necessity automatically  arises therefrom of

removing any causes of friction which have arisen between the social democracy and a

part of the trade unions, of adapting their mutual relation to the consciousness of the

proletarian masses, that is, of re-joining the trade-unions to social democracy. The

synthesis  of  the  real  development  which led from the original  incorporation of  the

trade-unions to their separation from social democracy will thereby be expressed, and

the way will  be  prepared for the  coming period of  great  proletarian mass struggles

during the period of vigorous growth, of both trade-unions and social democracy and

their reunion, in the interests of both, will become a necessity.

It is not, of course, a question of the merging of the trade-union organisation in the

party,  but  of  the  restoration of  the  unity  of  social  democracy  and the trade-unions

which corresponds to the actual relation between the labour movement as a whole and

its partial trade-union expression. Such a revolution will inevitably call forth a vigorous

opposition from a part of the trade-union leadership. But it is high time for the working

masses  of  social  democracy to  learn how to express  their  capacity for  decision and

action, and therewith to demonstrate their ripeness for that time of great struggles and

great tasks in which they, the masses, will be the actual chorus and the directing bodies

will merely act the “speaking parts,” that is, will only be the interpreters of the will of

the masses.

The trade-union movement is not that which is reflected in the quite understandable

but irrational illusion of a minority of the trade-union leaders, but that which lives in

the consciousness of the mass of proletarians who have been won for the class struggle.

In this consciousness the trade-union movement is part of social democracy. “And what

it is, that should it dare to appear.”

Footnote

[1] As the existence of such a tendency within German social democracy is generally denied, one
must be grateful for the candour with which the opportunist trend has recently formulated its
real aims and wishes. At a party meeting in Mayence on September 10, 1909, the following
resolution, proposed by Dr. David, was carried.

“Whereas the Social Democratic Party interprets the term ‘revolution’ not in the sense of

violent overthrow, but in the peaceful sense of development, that is, the gradual realisation

of a new economic principle, the public party meeting at Mayence repudiates every kind of

revolutionary romance.”

“The meeting sees in the conquest of political power nothing but the winning over of the

majority of the people to the ideas and demands of the social democracy; a conquest which

cannot be achieved by means of violence, but only by the revolutionising of the mind by
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means of  intellectual  propaganda and practical  reform work  in all  spheres of  political,

economic and social life.”

“In  the  conviction  that  social  democracy  flourishes  far  better  when  it  employs  legal

means that when it relies on illegal means and revolution, the meeting repudiates ‘direct

mass action’ as a tactical principle, and holds fast to the principle of ‘parliamentary reform

action,’  that  is,  it  desires  that  the  party  in  the  future  as  in  the  past,  shall  earnestly

endeavour  to  achieve  its  aims  by  legislation  and  gradual  organisational

development.”

“The indispensable condition for this reformist method of struggle is that the possibility

of participation of the dispossessed masses of the people in the legislation  of  the

empire and of  the individual  states  shall  not  be  lessened but increased to  the  fullest

possible extent. For this reason, the meeting declares it to be an incontestable right of the

working class to withhold its labour for a longer or shorter period to ward off attacks on its

legal rights and to gain further rights, when all other means fail.”

“But as the  political  mass  strike  can only be  victoriously  carried through when kept

within  strictly  legal  limits  and  when  the  strikers  give  no  reasonable  excuse  to  the

authorities to resort  to armed force,  the meeting perceives the only necessary and real

preparation for  the  exercise  of  this  method of  struggle  in  the  further  extension of  the

political,  trade-union and co-operative  organisations. Because only in  this  way can the

conditions be created amongst the wide masses of  the people which can guarantee the

successful  prosecution  of  a  mass  strike:  conscious  discipline  and  adequate  economic

support.”

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 10.10.2015
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On the twelfth of last month Rosa Luxemburg was tried at  the Criminal Court at

Weimar for “inciting to the use of physical force” by the speech she contributed to the

discussion on the General Strike at the annual Congress of the German Socialist Party

held in 1905 at Jena.

The court was densely crowded. Besides a great number of Socialists the audience included a good
many “ladies of the highest Bourgeoisie”, the President of the Supreme Court, and, last but not least, a
representative of the Ministry.

Public Prosecutor’s Charge

The incriminating speech having been read the Public Prosecutor submitted his case as

follows:

“After  Bebel  had  spoken  at  the  Party  Congress  in  favour  of  the  General  Strike,  other

speakers, who took part in the discussion, expressed disapproval of such means, as the

General  Strike  could  lead to a  physical  force  revolution,  at  which  the workers  may be

defeated. Then followed the accused, who derided and sneered at these objections, more

especially as they were living in the year of the ‘glorious Russian revolution’. She said: ‘we

should be  fools  if  that  would be no lesson to us’,  and she emphasised the fact  that  in

Germany we had also arrived at that point where Evolution must give way to Revolution.
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Respecting her comrade, Heine, she stated he was not in touch with the masses who, as

history proves, had always shed their blood for the exploiting class; and she thought they

may once shed their blood for their own class. These are the main points of the speech,

which dealt  less with the General  Strike than with the Revolution.  In fact  the  accused

mentioned only now and then the General Strike, in order to be able to talk about the

principal point, viz., the Revolution. In that way the incitement to the use of physical force

was thrown out to the masses who were confused already, and the sanguinary seriousness

of the speech was crowned by a quotation from the Communist Manifesto that the workers

have nothing to lose but their chains. The accused desires that the object of the Socialist

Party should not be attained by parliamentary means or by means of the General Strike,

but by a physical force revolution; and the speech was made to incite the masses to break

their chains. It  was to happen in our country just as in Russia.  All  this amounts to an

incitement to the use of physical force. Her words were such as to create excitement among

the masses and from the standpoint of law and order it is most significant that the accused

occupies  a  prominent  position  in  her  Party  and  by  virtue  of  her  heedlessness  has

considerable influence and hence is  exceptionally  dangerous.  I  ask the Court  to pass a

sentence of four months’ imprisonment upon the accused.”

Rosa Luxemburg’s Reply

Counsel  for  the  defence,  Kurt  Rosenfeld,  answered with a brilliant speech from the

Socialist as well as the juridicial standpoint, but the limited space of The Standard

unfortunately  does  not  permit  our  reproducing  more  than  the  speech  of  Rosa

Luxemburg. She said:

“My defending Counsel having dealt with the juridicial aspect I wish to explain my own

conception and that  generally  held  in  my Party  regarding the question  of  the  General

Strike and the use of physical force. But before doing so I must refer to the argument which

the Public Prosecutor used a moment ago. I cannot help saying that I was really astonished

at  the  carelessness  with  which  an  official  representative  of  the  law  ascribes  the

responsibility  for  affairs  like  the  Hamburg  street  riots  to  a  Three  Million  Party,  the

Socialist Party.”

The presiding judge, interrupting the accused, warned her not to indulge in expressions

such as “carelessness”, which he thought would not help her case.

Rosa Luxemburg (continuing):

“I think that it is particularly necessary for me to draw attention to – let me say – the

complacency with which the Public Prosecutor, in face of an express decision by a Court of

Law to the contrary, wants to make us responsible for the Hamburg riots, for this is on a

par with the complacency with which in this case he ascribes to me the intention of inciting

to the use of physical force by my Jena speech.

“Counsel for the prosecution holds that my excited tone deserved grave consideration.
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But surely the tone is a matter of individual temperament. Why, is it not possible that one

may speak most excitedly, yet may present a strictly scientific conception, while, on the

other  hand,  one  may  speak  very  quietly,  yet  present  a  very  crude,  unscientific,  and

alarming conception? And as far as my conception in regard to the question of the General

Strike is concerned, I hold the view that neither a revolution nor a great, serious General

Strike can be produced or provoked in an artificial manner.

The General Strike

“As the Public  Prosecutor has referred to my speech at Mannheim, I  may, perhaps, be

permitted, for the purpose of making clear my conception, to quote here some passages

from a pamphlet on the General Strike, a pamphlet I wrote purposely for this year’s Party

Congress at Mannheim. In that pamphlet I say, for instance, on page 33:

‘It  suffices  to  sum  up  what  I  have  said  in  the  foregoing,  in  order  to  obtain  an

explanation as to the question of  the  said leadership and initiative  of  the General

Strike. If the General Strike does not mean one separate action but an entire period of

the class struggle, and if that period is identical with a period of revolution, it must be

clear that a General Strike could not be called forth at will, even if such resolve should

emanate from the unanimous forces of the strongest Socialist Party. Seeing that the

Socialist Party is really powerless as far as the setting on foot and the suppressing of

revolutions  according  to  its  own  sweet  will  are  concerned,  neither  the  greatest

enthusiasm nor the uttermost impatience of the Socialist forces could provoke a real

period of General Strikes that would culminate in a live,  mighty movement of  the

masses.’

“And on page 50 of the pamphlet you will find the following statement:

‘While it is on the one hand difficult to predict with certainty whether the abolition of

manhood suffrage in Germany will create a situation instantly calling forth a General

Strike, there can on the other hand be no doubt that in the event of our entering a

period of stormy action of the masses here in Germany the Socialist Party could not

possibly  confine their  tactics  to  the merely  parliamentary  defensive.  To  determine

beforehand the cause and the time of an outbreak of the General Strike in Germany is

beyond the power of the Socialist Party, because it is beyond their power to create a

historical situation by means of Party resolutions. But what the Party can and must

do, is to indicate the political trend of these struggles, if they once take place, and to

formulate a clear, determined policy for their pursuance. Historical events cannot be

controlled  by  prescribing  regulations,  but  by  realising  beforehand  their  probable,

measurable consequences and by taking action accordingly.’

“That is my conception with regard to the General Strike and from that you will be able to

gather that this conception is far removed from the views held by the Public Prosecutor.

The Lesson of Russian Revolution
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“It has been said that the most aggravating moment in my charge is the fact that in my

speech I alluded so frequently to the Russian Revolution. But one cannot help observing

that the Russian Revolution is the first great historical experiment withthe weapon of the

General Strike and that every serious-minded social student, even if he happens to be a

bourgeois scholar, must turn to the Russian Revolution for the purpose of gaining practical

knowledge.

“A further point mentioned was the composition of the audience, whom I am accused of

having incited to the use of physical force. Why, I did not even speak at a public meeting,

but at the Socialist Congress; I spoke therefore to an assembly of men, who comprised a

selected  number  of  the  enlightened  workers  of  Germany.  Hence  I  think  it  a  really

enormous  under-estimation  of  the  political  maturity  and  intelligence  of  the  Socialist

Propagandists to believe that they could by an inflammatory speech so easily be incited to

the use of  physical force. Such anaspersion amounts decidedly to a tremendous under-

estimation  of  the  enlightening  and  elevating  intellectual  influences  which  40  years  of

Socialist propaganda have produced in the ranks of the German working class. And I say

openly that I should and could have used the identical expressions even at a public meeting

without  having  caused  the  remotest  idea  of  using  physical  force  in  the  minds  of  the

workers.  Why,  has  the  German Proletariat  not  proved  sufficiently  during  the  last  few

decades how completely it has attained its political maturity, how capable it is to control its

passions in face of the meanest of provocations to riot. And the workers are provoked to

rebellion daily not only by words but by deeds.

Real Organisers of Riot

“Do you believe that masses of people could be incited to use physical force against the

ruling class merely by a few words on the Revolution, when you consider that these same

masses kept their temper admirably all the time the capitalist class enforced their anti-

Socialist law, their penal servitude enactment directed against free speech and press, their

measures  for  increasing  working-class  starvation  and,  last  but  not  least,  their  Bill  for

smashing  up  the  workers’  economic  organisation?  I  am  surprised  that  the  Public

Prosecutor has not, instead of prosecuting me, brought to book the originators of those

laws and Bills, for these deeds are apt to stir up immensely the propertyless masses and

would most certainly lead to physical force excesses if – yes, if it were not for Socialism’s

enlightening and elevating influence.

“The Public Prosecutor opined that I completely repudiate the revolutionary character of

my Jena speech. That is a great error. I have spoken in a revolutionary strain and I always

speak in a revolutionary way, seeing that our entire Socialist propaganda is revolutionary;

but not in the sense so peculiarly interpreted by the Public Prosecutor, who ascribes the

Hamburg street riots to the revolutionary effect of Socialist agitation; but in the sense that

we aim at abasic revolution of the present social order. And I do not even deny that in that

process physical force may well become necessary.

Engels on the Bourgeoisie
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“But I, together with my Party, take up the standpoint that the initiative for using physical

force proceeds always from the ruling class, a standpoint that was so ably made clear by

our great teacher, Frederick Engels, who in 1892 wrote in the columns of the Neue Zeit:

‘The  Bourgeois  have  very  frequently  suggested  to  us  that  we  should  under  any

circumstances abandon the use of revolutionary methods and remain within the limits

of the law now that the exceptional Socialist law has been dropped and the common

law has again been made accessible to all, even to Socialists! We regret being unable

to oblige the gentlemen of the bourgeoisie by taking that hint and hasten to remind

them that at this very moment it is not us who destroy ‘the legal means’. No, on the

contrary, theythe bourgeoisare doing propaganda work for us so effectively that we

should be fools were we to interfere with them whilst they are making such wonderful

progress. There is evidently some justification for the question whether it will indeed

not be the bourgeois and their government who will violate laws and rights, in order

to demolish us by physical force. We are prepared to wait. In the meantime ‘kindly

have the first shot, gentlemen of the bourgeoisie!’  They will  no doubt fire the first

shot. One fine morning the German bourgeois and their Government will grow tired

of watching with folded arms the overflowing river of Socialism, and they will take

recourse to lawlessness, to physical force. What will be the use of it? Physical force

may repress a small section of the people in a limited district, but the power has still

to be discovered that is capable of annihilating a Party of two or three million persons

spread over a very large country. The counter-revolution, a momentary overpowering

of the workers, may perhaps delaythe triumph of Socialism for a few years, but only

that it may finally prevail so much more completely and definitely.’

“This is our conception. And now in conclusion I ask you to acquit me; not because I am

afraid of the imprisonment to which you may treat me. If it is a question of enduring the

punishment meted out to us by the ruling class for our convictions, every Socialist submits

to it  with the greatest indifference. But I  ask you to acquit  me, because my conviction

would be an injustice and would cause aggravation in Socialist circles.”

After  an  hour’s  deliberation  Rosa  was  found  guilty  and  sentenced  to  2  months

imprisonment.

Well  done,  “red  Rosa”;  you  have  grandly  expressed  the  sentiments  of  the  class-

conscious  workers  of  the  world  and  may  you  live  to  see  the  Social  Revolution

accomplished!

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 1.12.2008
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Marked up: Einde O’Callaghan for the Marxists’ Internet Archive.

Comrade Plekhanov has published an exhaustive article in the Courrier entitled, How

far does the right go?, in which he accuses the Bolsheviks of Blanquism.

It is not incumbent upon us to defend the Russian comrades upon whom comrade

Plekhanov rains the blows of his erudition and dialectic. They are perfectly capable of

doing so themselves. But it is worth commenting on certain remarks which our readers

too will find of interest. That is why we are devoting some space to them.

In  order  to  define  Blanquism comrade  Plekhanov  quotes  Engels  on  Blanqui  –  a

French revolutionary of the 1840s, whose name is used to describe the tendency.

Engels says:

“In his political activity he was mainly a ‘man of action’, believing that a small and well

organised  minority,  who  would  attempt  a  political  stroke  of  force  at  the  opportune

moment, could carry the mass of the people with them by a few successes at the start and

thus make a victorious revolution ...

“From Blanqui’s  assumption,  that  any revolution may be made by the outbreak of  a

small  revolutionary  minority,  follows  of  itself  the  necessity  of  a  dictatorship  after  the

success of the venture. This is, of course, a dictatorship, not of the entire revolutionary

class, the proletariat, but of the small minority that has made the revolution, and who are

themselves previously organised under the dictatorship of one or several individuals” (F.

Engels, The programme of the Blanquist fugitives from the Commune, 1873). [1]
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Friedrich Engels, Karl Marx’s comrade in arms, is undoubtedly a great authority, but

whether this characteristic of Blanqui is perfectly just can still be discussed. For in 1848

Blanqui did not foresee his club [2] forming a “small minority” at all; on the contrary, in

a period of powerful revolutionary upsurge, he was certain that, upon his call, the entire

working people – if not in France, then at least in Paris – would rise up to fight the

ignominious and criminal policies of the bourgeois government, which was trying to

“steal victory from the people”.

Nevertheless, this is not the main question. What concerns us is whether, as comrade

Plekhanov strives to demonstrate, Engels’ description of Blanqui can be applied to the

Bolsheviks (whom comrade Plekhanov labels  the “minority” moreover, because they

found themselves in a minority at the reunification congress). [3]

He says exactly: “This whole description applies completely to our present minority.”

And he justifies this proposition on the following basis:

“The relationship of the Blanquists with the popular masses was utopian in the sense that

they  had  not  understood  the  meaning  of  the  revolutionary  autonomy  of  the  masses.

According to their schemes, only the conspirators were active properly speaking, while the

masses were content to support them, led by a well organised minority.”

And comrade Plekhanov affirms that this is “Blanquism’s original sin”, to which the

Russian  Bolshevik  [4]  comrades  (we  prefer  to  keep  to  this  usual  denomination)

succumbed.  In  our  opinion  this  reproach  has  not  been  substantiated  by  comrade

Plekhanov. For the comparison with the members of Narodnaya Volya [5], who were

effectively Blanquists, proves nothing, and the malicious remark that Zhelyabov [6], the

hero and leader of Narodnaya Volya, was gifted with a sharper political instinct than the

Bolshevik leader, Lenin, is in too bad taste to ponder over. For the rest, as we have said,

it is not for us to go guns blazing to defend the Bolsheviks and comrade Lenin: they

have not yet been flummoxed by anybody. What is important is to go to the heart of the

question and ask: in the current Russian revolution is Blanquism possible? If such a

tendency could only exist, could it exert some sort of influence?

We think that anyone with just a little familiarity with the present revolution [7],

anyone who has had some direct contact with it,  would answer this question in the

negative.  The  difference  between  the  situation  in  France  in  1848  and  the  current

situation in the Russian empire lies precisely in the fact that the relationship between

the  organised  minority  –  that  is,  the  proletarian  party  –  and  the  masses  is

fundamentally different. In 1848, revolutionaries, in as much as they were socialists,

made desperate efforts to bring socialist ideas to the masses, in order to prevent them

supporting  the  hollow  ideas  of  bourgeois  liberalism.  That  socialism  was  precisely

utopian and petty bourgeois.
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Today, in Russia, things are rather different. Neither your old, rancid pedejca [8] nor

the  Cadet  organisation,  Russia’s  constitutional  tsarists,  nor  any  other  ‘progressive’

national bourgeois party has been able to win the broad working masses. Today those

masses  have  gathered  beneath  the  banner  of  socialism:  when  the  revolution

exploded, they rallied of their own initiative, almost spontaneously, to the red flag. And

this is the best recommendation for our party. We are not going to hide the fact that in

1903 we were still only a handful and in terms of a party, in the strictest sense of the

word, in terms of effectively organised comrades, we were at most several hundred; and

when we came out to demonstrate only a small group of workers would join us. Today

we are a party of tens of thousands.

Why the difference? Is it because we have in our party inspired leaders? Perhaps

because we are so well known conspirators? Not at all. None of our leaders – that is,

none of those whom the party has entrusted with responsibility – would wish to risk

ridicule by inviting a comparison with Blanqui, that lion of past revolution. Few of our

militants  can  match  the  old  conspirators  of  the  Blanquist  club  when  it  comes  to

personal radiance and capacity to organise.

How to explain our success and the failure of the Blanquists? Quite simply by the fact

that the famous ‘masses’ are no longer the same. Today they are made up of working

class troops fighting tsarism, of men made socialist by life itself, of men who have been

nurtured on hate  for  the  established order,  of  men taught  by  necessity  to  think in

Marxist terms. That is the difference. It is neither the leaders nor even the ideas they

produce, but the social and economic conditions which rule out a common class fight

of the proletariat and bourgeoisie.

Thus, since the masses are different,  since the proletariat  is different,  one cannot

speak today of conspiratorial, Blanquist tactics. Blanqui and his heroic comrades made

superhuman efforts to lead the masses towards class struggle; they did not succeed at

all, because they were faced with workers who had not yet broken with the system of

corporations, who were still immersed in petty bourgeois ideology.

We social democrats have a much simpler and easier task: today we need only work

to direct the class struggle,  which has been inflamed with inexorable necessity.  The

Blanquists  tried to  drag  the masses behind them,  whereas  we social  democrats are

today pushed by the masses. The difference is great – as great as that between a sailor

who strives to realign the current to his boat and one whose task is to hold the line of a

boat carried by the current. The first will never have enough power and will fail in his

goal, while the second must only ensure that the boat does not deviate from its route, is

not broken on a reef or beached on a sandbank.
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In  this  sense  comrade  Plekhanov  ought  not  to  worry  about  the  “revolutionary

autonomy of the masses”. Such autonomy exists – nothing will hold it back and all the

bookish sermons on its necessity (please excuse this expression, but we are unable to

think of another) will only cause those who work with, and at the heart of, the masses to

smile.

We would dispute comrade Plekhanov’s  reproach to the Russian comrades of  the

current “majority” that they have committed Blanquist errors during the revolution. It

is possible that there were hints of them in the organisational draft that comrade Lenin

drew up in 1902 [9], but that belongs to the past – a distant past, since today life is

proceeding at a dizzying speed. These errors have been corrected by life itself and there

is no danger they might recur. And we should not be afraid of the ghost of Blanquism,

for it cannot be resuscitated at this time.

On the contrary, there is a danger that comrade Plekhanov and the partisans of the

“minority” who fear Blanquism so much will go to the opposite extreme and ground the

boat on a sandbank. We see this opposite extreme in the fact that these comrades fear

above  all  remaining  in  a  minority  and  are  counting  on  the  masses  outside  the

proletariat. Hence the calculation favouring participation in the duma; hence the false

rallying cries in the central committee directives to support the gentlemen of the Cadets

[10], the attempt to revive the slogan, “Down with the bureaucratic ministry!” and other

similar errors.

There  is  no  danger  that  the  boat  will  remain  grounded  on  the  sandbank:  the

tumultuous events of the revolution will soon carry forward the proletarian boat. But it

would be a pity if we became diverted by such errors, if only for an instant.

In the same way, the notion of the “dictatorship of the proletariat” has taken on a

different meaning from before. Friedrich Engels correctly stresses that the Blanquists

were not dreaming of a dictatorship of “the entire revolutionary class, the proletariat,

but  of  the  small  minority  that  has  made  the  revolution”.  Today  things  are  quite

different. It is not an organisation of conspirators who “made the revolution”, who can

contemplate  their  dictatorship.  Even  the  Narodnaya Volya  people  and  those  who

claim to be their  heirs,  the  Socialist  Revolutionaries  of  Russia,  have long ceased to

dream of such a thing.

If today the Bolshevik comrades speak of the dictatorship of the proletariat, they have

never given it the old Blanquist meaning; neither have they ever made the mistake of

Narodnaya Volya, which dreamt of “taking power for itself” (zachvat vlasti). On the

contrary,  they  have  affirmed  that  the  present  revolution  will  succeed  when  the

proletariat – all  the revolutionary class – takes possession of the state machine. The
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proletariat,  as  the  most  revolutionary  element,  will  perhaps  assume  the  role  of

liquidator  of  the  old  regime  by  “taking  power  for  itself”  in  order  to  defeat

counterrevolution and prevent the revolution being led astray by a bourgeoisie that is

reactionary in its very nature. No revolution can succeed other than by the dictatorship

of one class, and all the signs are that the proletariat can become this liquidator at the

present time.

Clearly  no  social  democrat  falls  for  the  illusion  of  the  proletariat  being  able  to

maintain itself in power. If it could, it would lead to the domination of its working class

ideas and it would realise socialism. But it is not strong enough at this time, for the

proletariat,  in the strictest  sense of  the word, constitutes a minority  in the Russian

empire. The achievement of socialism by a minority is unconditionally excluded, since

the very idea of socialism excludes the domination of a minority. So, on the day of the

political victory of the proletariat over tsarism, the majority will claim the power which

the former has conquered.

Concretely,  after  the  fall  of  tsarism,  power  will  pass  into  the  hands  of  the  most

revolutionary  part  of  society,  the  proletariat,  because  the  proletariat  will  take

possession of all posts and keep watch over them until power is placed in the hands of

those legally called upon to hold it – in the hands of the new government, which the

Constituent  [Assembly],  as  the  legislative organ elected by the whole population,  is

alone  able  to  determine.  Now,  it  is  a  simple  fact  that  it  is  not  the  proletariat  that

constitutes a majority in society, but the petty bourgeoisie and the peasantry, and that,

as  a  consequence,  it  will  not  be  the  social  democrats  who  form  a  majority  in  the

Constituent, but the democratic peasants and petty bourgeois. We may lament this fact,

but we will not be able to change it.

Broadly speaking, this is the situation as the Bolsheviks understand it, and all social

democratic  organisations  and  parties  outside  Russia  itself  share  this  vision.  Where

Blanquism fits into it is difficult to imagine.

To justify his claim, if only in appearance, comrade Plekhanov is obliged to take the

words of Lenin and his comrades out of context. If, for our part, we wished to do the

same, we would be able to demonstrate that the “Mensheviks” have recently acted like

Blanquists, beginning with comrade Parvus and ending with comrade … Plekhanov! But

that would be to play a sterile scholastic game. Comrade Plekhanov’s article is bitter in

tone – it is full of bitterness – which is a bad thing: “When Jupiter becomes incensed, it

is because Jupiter is wrong.”

It is high time to finish with such scholasticism and all this hullabaloo to identify who

is a “Blanquist” and who is an “orthodox Marxist”. Rather we need to know if the tactic
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recommended by  comrade  Plekhanov  and  his  Menshevik  comrades,  which  aims  to

work through the duma as far as possible, is correct now; or, on the contrary, if the

tactic we are applying, just like the Bolshevik comrades, is correct – the tactic based on

the  principle  that  the  centre  of  gravity  is  situated  outside  the  duma,  in  the  active

appearance of the popular revolutionary masses.

The  Menshevik  comrades  have  not  yet  been  able  to  persuade  anyone  of  the

correctness of  their  views – and no-one will  be persuaded any the more when they

attach the Blanquist label to their opponents.

Notes

1. The article was actually published not in 1873, but on June 26 1874 in Der Volksstaat,
central  organ of  the  German  Social  Democratic  Workers  Party.  See  Friedrich  Engels:  The
Program of the Blanquist Fugitives from the Paris Commune.

2. The Société Républicaine Centrale, founded by Blanqui in February 1848.

3. The 4th Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, held in May 1906.

4. “Bolshevik” is, of course, the Russian for “majority”.

5. Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will) was a Russian populist organisation engaging in acts of
individual terrorism against tsarism.

6. Andrei Zhelyabov was responsible for the assassination of tsar Alexander II on March 13
1881.

7. The spirit and gains of the 1905 Russian Revolution were still very much in evidence at the
time this article was written.

8. The term used for Polish liberal democrats.

9. Luxemburg is referring to Lenin’s What is to be done?, which she herself had criticised in
a 1904 article.

10. The bourgeois liberal Constitutional Democrats, the largest duma party.

Note by Weekly Worker

1*. This is a June 1906 polemic against Georgi Plekhanov, “father of Russian Marxism” and
Menshevik leader, taken from Czerwony Sztandar,  paper of  the Social  Democracy of  the
Kingdom of  Poland and Lithuania.  It  continues our  series  of  Rosa Luxemburg’s  previously
untranslated writings.
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Source: Rosa Luxemburg: Selected Political Writings, edited and introduced by

Robert Looker

Translated: (from the German) W.D. Graf

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins with special thanks to Robert

Looker for help with permissions.

Copyright: Random House © 1972, ISBN/ISSN: 0224005960. Printed with the

permission of Random House. Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2004.

The new wage agreement of the printers’ union outwardly appears not to be connected

in any way with the deliberations of the Mannheim Party Conference, but following

upon its heels it can be seen as a drastic commentary on it. The printers’ trade union

has long been regarded in Germany as a prime example of the power and success that a

proletarian organization can achieve in the economic sphere only if it remains in the

‘positive  realm’  of  the  worker’s  current  interests  and  carefully  closes  its  mind  to

‘romantic-revolutionary’  enticements.  Throughout  its  history  –  from  its  conscious

acceptance of  the  provisions  which  the reaction imposed upon it  through the anti-

socialist laws, right up to its latest wage agreement – the German printers’ union has

been  the  classical  embodiment  of  that  trade-union  policy  which  prefers  peace  to

struggle, settlement with capitalism to conflict, political neutrality to open support for

the Social-Democratic Party, and which, filled with scorn for revolutionary ‘fanaticism’,

sees its ideal in the English type of trade union. It has taken a long time, but now the

fruits of such a policy have become obvious to even the most short-sighted of persons.

For  decades  the  splendid  state  of  the  treasury,  the  secure  conditions  of  life,  the

relatively favourable working conditions and the long-lasting peace in the trade seemed

to be the best testimony for the  printers’  method.  Today,  because of  the  new wage

agreement, the whole splendid edifice all at  once appears to lie in ruins. Instead of

achieving  exceptional  economic  success,  the  printers,  despite  all  their  tenacity,
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perseverance, discretion, moderation, and despite the splendid state of the organization

and its funds, have finally allowed capital to dictate such disgraceful conditions to them

that a general wave of indignation is passing through the ranks of the normally cold-

blooded society. However, if one wishes to assess correctly the fiasco of, let us say, the

English methodof trade-union policy in all its significance, then one must compare the

German  printers’  most  recent  wage  agreement  with  the  Russian  printers’  latest

achievements – a comparison between the fruits of a decades-long work of peaceful

organization and the results of one single year of revolutionary upheaval.

The printers’ trade union in Russia, like most Russian trade unions, is comparatively

new. The memorable rising of the Petersburg proletariat on January 22nd, 1905, and

the subsequent series of mass strikes which seized all the industrial cities and all the

trades in each city, provided the impetus for a feverish trade-union struggle in all areas,

and connected with this, for the formation, establishment and enlargement of the trade

unions. The enlargement of the trade unions proceeded, and is proceeding, right in the

midst  of  the  political  struggle,  in  the  midst  of  street  battles,  under  the  relentless

downpour of arrests, gaol sentences, trials, disciplinary punishments, amidst terrible

unemployment, and despite the frequent butchery carried out by the licentious soldiery.

The printers’  trade union was born in Petersburg on July 2nd, 1905, in Moscow on

October 31st, and in other cities for the most part in the summer and autumn of the

same year. The new trade union, like all others in Russia, clearly bore the mark of its

revolutionary antecedents. In its whole nature and activity it remained faithful to its

close  spiritual  relationship  with  the  revolution  and  its  political  tasks,  with  Social

Democracy and with its general proletarian class character. In Moscow the printers’

general strike in October 1905 was the starting-point of the huge, general mass strike

which  spread  from  Moscow  across  the  whole  Tsarist  Empire,  sweeping  away  the

comedy  of  Bulygin’s  Duma and forcibly  obtaining the  Tsarist  Manifesto  of  October

30th. Thereupon it  was the printers’  trade union in Petersburg that bore the actual

costs of bringing about freedom of the press when, following the October Manifesto, it

was a  question of  realizing by direct  action,  namely in a  revolutionary manner,  the

constitutional  freedoms  which  had  been  promised  on  paper.  It  was  actually  the

printers’ union that, due to the completeness of its own power, did away in practice

with the censorship in the Tsarist Empire, and in this way wrote an immortal page in

the history of the revolution. Even apart from this, the printers’ trade union is mindful

at every step of the overall tasks and interests of the revolution and the proletariat as a

class, and always gives these priority over the narrower interests of their trade. Thus, by

boycotting reactionary papers,  the printers have frequently entered into the political

struggles  in  an  effective  way,  even  at  the  cost  of  jeopardizing  their  own  material

position. And every general political rising of the proletariat, every revolutionary and

demonstrative mass strike, is supported resolutely by the printers through general and
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local strikes. Like other active proletarians, but to an even greater extent, the printers in

Russia were taken to task, imprisoned, and many fell victim in the street battles.

The trade-union policy of the Russian printers thus represents the direct opposite of

that  of  the  German union.  The former is  a  classical  example  of  bold ‘revolutionary

romanticism’ in exactly the same way that the latter is a typical example of the English

fanaticism for  social  peace.  Now what  is  the  situation with regard to the economic

interests,  the  pure trade-union  achievements  of  the  revolutionary-romantic  Russian

printers? Already in the summer and autumn of 1905, following half a year of stormy

trade-union struggles, the printers obtained a universal nine-hour working day, instead

of the former customary twelve- or even thirteen-hour working day. Not satisfied with

this, however, they continued the struggle under the slogans of the Social-Democratic

programme and fought for the eight-hour day. In a number of cases they have achieved

total victory. Not only have they done this without suffering a material loss in wages,

but on the contrary they have obtained simultaneous wage increases. Let us take only a

few examples. In the city of Samara the printers have brought about the eight-hour day

in all privately owned printing works, and, together with this, a significant increase in

wages  for  piece-work,  improvement  of  the  workshops,  regular  payment  of  wages,

sickness insurance of  half  the normal wage for up to four months,  and,  finally,  full

payment of wages for the time lost due tothe strike that led to this settlement. In the

city of Orel the printers obtained the eight-hour day, a wage increase of 20 per cent, a

rise in the piece-wage by 100 per cent, and the creation of an arbitration arrangement

in which they have equal representation. In Odessa in May and June of 1906, following

a general  strike,  the  printers  achieved the eight-hour  day,  and,  along with it,  wage

increases  ranging  from  10  to  40  per  cent  and  the  abolition  of  over-time.  In

Yekaterinoslav the printers’ trade union decided that, after the eight-hour day, the next

task of the wage struggle would be the complete reorganization of the journeymen’s

medical benefits system in such a way that the administration of the health insurance

would  be  granted  exclusively  to  the  workers,  but  that  the  costs  of  it  would  fall

exclusively to the bosses. In the summer of the current year the printers’ union in most

cities of the Tsarist Empire made a new powerful thrust aimed at bringing about the

eight-hour day by means of a general strike, and, together with it, the six-day week for

news-paper printing-works in particular.  Most of  these general  strikes proved to be

either wholly or partially successful,  with the result that today the six-day week has

become  virtually  the  norm in  the  trade  and  the  eight-hour  day  is  on  the  point  of

celebrating its triumph.

Not satisfied with this, the printers’ trade unions, like those in all other spheres in

Russia,  have  made  one  of  the  main  goals  of  their  struggle  the  recognition  of  the

workers’ representatives, namely the factory committees, in every place of work. These
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factory committees will break the bosses’ master-in-their-own-house attitude. The most

stubborn and self-sacrificing battles – apart from those for the eight-hour day – have

been fought for  recognition of  these  delegates  of  the  workers.  And in this,  too,  the

Russian printers have been successful in most cases. Just 10 present a sample, let us

quote a few excerpts from the wage agreement between the Moscow printers and the

bosses:

1. The question as to how the factory is to be subdivided for the election of

the workers’ representatives shall be decided in the general assembly of the

factory workers. The assembly for this purpose shall be convened upon the

wish of one-tenth of the workers employed in the factory, and shall be held

in the absence of the management and chaired by a freely elected chairman.

3. Every factory department shall elect its own representatives, one for each

50 workers (or fraction thereof).

4. All workers of eighteen years of age and over, without regard to sex or

length of employment, shall be eligible to stand for election and to vote in

the elections of delegates.

8. The factory management shall not have the right to discharge the elected

representatives of the workers prior to the expiry of their term of office (one

year).  In  the event  that  the  factory  management  intends  to  discharge  a

delegate  immediately  upon  the  expiry  of  his  term  of  office,  it  shall  be

obliged to communicate its intention to all the workers one month prior

there-to.

9. The workers’ representatives must be gainfully employed. They shall be

free to depart from the general working regulations in the event that the

duties of their office so require. The factory management may not make any

wage deductions for such activities.

10.  The  workers’  representatives  shall  attend  all  meetings  between  the

workers  and  the  factory  management,  except  in  such  cases  as  the

representatives permit  the factory management to deal  directly with the

workers.

11. The workers’ representatives shall decide collectively on the question of

hiring and firing each worker after the factory management has submitted

to them the pertinent facts. Where the owners are not satisfied with the

decision of the representative commission, they may appeal to the general

assembly of factory workers.
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12. The workers’ representatives shall determine the maximum number of

apprentices permissible for each department and for the whole factory.

13. The workers’ representatives shall ensure the strict mutual adherence of

the last agreement between the workers and the factory directorate.

16. The workers shall be obliged to support their representatives with all

their power. In the event of a disciplinary punishment they must support

the same wage demands, strikes, boycotts etc., as their representatives.

17.  The  delegates  of  the  workers  shall  function  as  the  factory’s

representatives in relations with other labour organizations. They shall be

obliged to remain in the closest contact with the latter, and shall inform all

the workers of their factory on the state of the workers’ struggle in other

enterprises.

This document bears the signature of the ‘Moscow Printers’ Trade Union’. And when

one has  looked at  this  document and has  then considered the achievements  of  the

Russian printers mentioned earlier, one might be permitted to ask: who has achieved

the  greater  economic  power  –  the  attacking  columns  of  the  Russian  ‘romantic

revolutionaries’ or the German levies under the Rexhausen flag of social peace?

To  be  sure,  revolutions  and  revolutionary  struggles  cannot  be  transplanted

artificially, by means of ‘good intentions’, into a country. But the examples and lessons

of a neighbouring revolutionary country can at least shake the belief that treading softly

is the only method of achieving bliss. And well they should.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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Marx’s death.

Translated: from the French for marxists.org by Mitch Abidor.

It is generally only after their death that the scientific value of most great thinkers is

fully recognized. Time gives them their full importance.

But there is a very particular reason why, as the day on which we lost the author

retreats further into the past, Marxist theory increasingly penetrates social strata and

finds new partisans.

Marxist theory is nothing but the scientific reflex of the class struggle engendered by

capitalism with the inevitability of a law of nature.

The continuous extension and the growing strength of this theory are consequences

of the law of capitalist development discovered by Marx: any country where capitalism

has  penetrated  or  the  class  struggle  has  begun  is  a  new  field  opened  to  Marxist

influence.

And  this  is  why  today,  twenty-five  years  after  Marx’s  death,  the  thunder  of  the

Russian Revolution announces that thanks to capitalism a vast territory has just been

annexed to Marxist thought.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 1 September 2016
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At  the  Mannheim Congress,  when the  question  of  working together  with  the  trade

unions was unfurled in all its consequences and ways and means were sought, so that

we would be able to achieve the inevitably necessary close cooperation in the interests

of both branches of the workers’ movement, I was among those comrades who least

expected a fruitful collaboration through the most senior organisational heads of both

branches  of  the  workers’  movement  communicating  dualistically  and  reaching

agreements, which would then be binding for both parts of the workers movement. I

believe  that,  after  the  first  two important  tests  of  collaboration  using  this  dualistic

system,  which  we  have  now  experienced,  our  fears  at  the  time  have  been  fully

confirmed.

These two disheartening tests have been May Day and the youth organisation. The

question of May Day has rightly been debated at all  German party congresses.  This

corresponds  perfectly  to  colossal  significance  of  this  expression  of  our  workers’

movement.  However,  just  recently  a  whole  new  aspect  has  been  thrown  into

consideration, which could have calamitous consequences for the cause of May Day.
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That is the question of support. When we in the German delegation had reached the

decision in Stuttgart [1] that the Party is also prepared to participate in the support of

May Day victims, it was only intended in accordance with the sense and spirit of this

agreement that the party on its part wishes to do everything within its power to build up

the celebration of May Day a manner that was as worthy as possible. In practice, the

question of support has already proven itself quite quickly to be a noose, which may

throttle  celebration of  May Day,  if  we do not  prevent  this  issue being  resolved the

wrong way. Comrade Fischer has said that he can’t grasp where the logic lies, if one

advocates the idea that through the resolution of the Support Question the effect and

prevalence of May Day will be reduced.

On  the  contrary,  he  says  by  taking  measures  to  support  the  bravest  and  most

courageous victims of May Day celebration and not leaving them on the wayside we will

be acting in favour of a worthy celebration of May Day. I see no logic on Fischer’s part.

The Party Executive and the General Commission are completely right to declare: “We

may have found an incorrect resolution of the Support Question, now please give us a

better one and we will adopt it, up to now we have not found a better solution.” I assert

that a total resolution of the Support Question, in the sense that, on one hand, May Day

becomes  ever  more  prevalent,  and  on  the  other,  that  all  victims  of  May  Day  are

effectively supported, cannot be found at all. [“Quite right!”] Therein lies the noose,

which will strangle May Day, if  we continue to identify all  possible combinations in

order to regulate the support in such a way that all victims are covered and May Day

continues to be strengthened. The previous practise of celebrating May Day, not only in

Germany but also in all other countries, has shown that there is only one way to prevent

victimisation as a result of celebrating May Day. That is not some method or other of

arranging support but rather the greatest possible expansion of the celebration of May

Day. Only when the number of people celebrating becomes so huge that disciplinary

measures become impossible, only when we set the real power of the class-conscious,

organised fighters of the working classes with all their might against the employers,

only then will the employers not dare to carry out disciplinary measures against us.

(Dissent  and  agreement]  We  have  experiences  that  confirm  this  at  every  turn.

[Interjection: “Where then?”]. I ask you to take a look at a country where workers are

cut out of exactly the same cloth as German workers, take a look at Russian Poland.

[Dissent]  There  we  have  had  this  year  in  Warsaw a  May  Day  celebration which  is

unique in the world. All the factory workers celebrated it. That did not happen at the

peak of the revolution when all spirits were flying high. For a long time now, in Russia

and Russian Poland, there has been a decline, a certain stagnation of the revolution and

of  the revolutionary movement.  We have a terrible economic depression,  a  colossal

spiritual depression, and yet, despite all of that, the masses came together to celebrate

May Day there. And directly as a result of that the disciplinary measures this year were
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minimal,  just  as  in  previous  years.  We  have  had  exactly  the  same  experiences  in

Germany. I believe there was a payment office of woodworkers in Berlin in this year

that established exactly the same in a meeting about May Day, namely that it is only the

greatest  possible  expansion  of  the  number  of  people  celebrating  will  prevent

disciplinary measures against the mass of those joining the celebrations. That is why we

would be  adopting  a  completely  incorrect  method if  we actually  wished to  concern

ourselves with the question raised occupy ourselves with methods of supporting those

joining the celebrations.

Fischer himself has unintentionally shown how essentially hopeless this method is by

saying: “You are all dissatisfied with the previous regulation that local organisations

support those disciplined – who else should support them?” The central party funds are

not there for that purpose, rather for political purposes. We are not capable of bearing

these colossal sacrifices. The central associations (of trade unions) for their part also

explain  that  they  have  to  keep  their  funds  available  for  other  struggles.  Then  who

should pay for the costs of support? In this way it is clear that neither one nor the other

can  find  a  satisfactory  resolution  of  the  Support  Question.  The  only  solution  is,

independently of some sort of regulation of support, to propagate the idea of May Day

with all our might, and not in the timid unenthusiastic spirit that came from the party

executive and General Commission in last year. [“Quite right!” and dissent] Doing it

this  way  you are  acting  so  as  to  increase  the  victims  of  the  May  Day  celebrations

because it is precisely the timidity of the leading authorities of the workers’ movement

that gives the employers and their associations the courage to counter our struggles

with disciplinary measures. So we have all the more reason to insist with the utmost

ferocity on propagating the idea of May Day, without it being tangled up with all sorts

of minor details and the Support Question, as in all likelihood we face serious struggles.

May Day has, it must be said in the light of previous experiences, still not shown in

Germany what it can actually achieve, rather it has a promising future ahead of it. In

order to advance toward this future, we now have every reason to demand with all our

might that the concept of celebrating May Day be propagated in all its purity and with

all our might. [Applause]

Footnotes

1. International Socialist Congress 1907.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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If I take the floor, it is not to protest against the criticisms of the Party School, but on

the contrary, to complain about the lark of a serious objective critique. The Party School

is  a  new  and  very  important  institution,  which  must  be  seriously  criticized  and

evaluated from all points of view. I myself must admit that, at the beginning, I greeted

the foundation of the Party School with great distrust, on the one hand out of congenital

conservatism [Amusement], on the other hand because in the quiet of my heart I said to

myself  that  a  party  such  as  the  Social  Democratic  Party  should  direct  its  agitation

primarily toward a direct effect on the masses. For the most part, my work at the Party

School has dispelled this doubt, Through continuous contact with the Party students in

the school itself, I have come to value the new institute, and I can say with complete

conviction: I  have the feeling that  we have created something new whose effect  we

cannot yet fully evaluate, but we have created something valuable which will be useful

and bring victories to the Party.

Yet there are still many things which can be criticized, and it would be astonishing if

this were not the case. If I reject the demand for a change in the process of selection of

students  –  for  as  teachers  we  have  had  the  experience  that  the  results  have  been
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excellent up to now and I could not wish for a better elite corps – I do have some

criticisms of the curriculum. The primary element of the curriculum must be the history

of  international  socialism.  [“Quite  right!”]  Even  the  visiting  teachers  from  the

Education  Committee  should  emphasize  this  question  more,  instead  of  limiting

themselves to topics in political economy. The history of socialism is much easier to

present in abbreviated form without suffering from such a presentation than is political

economy. For us, as a fighting party, the history of socialism is the school of life. We

always derive new stimulation from it. [“Quite right!”]

In  addition,  the  school  suffers  from  the  fact  that  the  relation  of  the  Party

organizations to their students is not correct; it must be transformed from the ground

up. At present,  it  some-times happens that Party organizations send students to the

school like scapegoats into the wilderness, without worrying what may become of them

[“Quite right!”], without allowing them sufficiently extensive responsibilities. But on

the other hand, there is also the danger that when Party students have a post, Party

comrades make far too many demands on them. [“Quite right!”] Comrades will say:

“You went to the Party School, now show us hour by hour and on every occasion what

you learned!” Party students will not be able to fulfill such hopes. From beginning to

end,  we  have  tried  hard  to  make  it  clear  to  them  that  they  possess  no  finished

knowledge, that they still must learn more, that they must study and learn for the rest

of their lives. Thus, even if Party students must later have the opportunity to use what

they have learned, on the other hand we must also take this latter fact into account.

So there are enough serious points of view from which to criticize the question of the

Party School  from all  sides.  But criticism such as that of  Eisner is  not appropriate.

Eisner has such a great respect for scientific knowledge that it scares me. I am afraid

that  in  relation  to  scientific  knowledge  in  general  and  to  scientific  socialism  in

particular, the same thing will happen to Eisner as happened to poor old Klopstock, of

whom Lessing wrote the eternal words:

Who  would  not  praise  a

Klopstock?

But  would  anyone  read

him? No.

We  would  rather  be  less

high-minded

And more frequently read.

[Amusement] A further proof of the frivolity of Eisner’s criticism is the example of A
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Child’s  Guide  to  Marx,  transported  here  for  us  in  the  form  of  Comrade

Maurenbrecher, which he holds up to us as a shining counterpart to the Party School.

[Amusement]  In  Nuremberg,  Maurenbrecher  is  supposed  to  transmit  a  general

education to the proletariat all by himself. He has set down his profession of faith in

what Eisner thinks is an excellent article in the Fränkische Tagespost, where it is said:

“We’re too preoccupied with theory! Do the masses have to know the theory of value?

[“Hear, hear!”] Do the masses have to know what the materialistic theory of history is?

I’ll take the dare and say: No! The teacher has to know that – to keep it safely in his

pocket.” [Eisner: “No, that isn’t there, you stuck it in.”] Of course I stuck it in. “But

for the education of the masses all that has no direct value, and can even be harmful.” I

didn’t stick that in, Maurenbrecher did say that. [“Hear, hear!”] And further, he says:

“It hasn’t often been noted, but theory frequently has the actual effect of killing the

power to come to conclusions and to take action.” The materialist concept of history,

which is responsible for forty years of magnificent development of the class struggle in

Germany  and the  world;  the  theory  of  Marx  and Engels,  which  lit  the  path  of  the

Russian proletariat in its great deeds at the beginning of the century, in the Russian

Revolution of 1905], is supposed to kill the power to come to conclusions and to take

action! [“Hear, hear!”]  But  Eisner,  Maurenbrecher,  and others judge everything by

their  own  experience.  They  think  that  the  materialist  concept  of  history,  as  they

understand it, has on them the effect of crippling their ability to act and they therefore

think that theory should not be taught at the Party School, but hard facts, the hard facts

of life. They haven’t the faintest idea that the proletariat knows the hard facts from its

everyday life, the proletariat knows the “hard facts” better than Eisner. [Enthusiastic

agreement] What the masses lack is general enlightenment, the theory which gives us

the possibility of systematizing the hard facts and forging them into a deadly weapon to

use against our opponents. [Enthusiastic agreement] If anything has convinced me of

the necessity of the Party School, of spreading an understanding of socialist theory in

our ranks, it is Eisner’s criticisms. [Enthusiastic applause]
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Publisher’s Notes

Rosa Luxemburg published a series of articles under the general title, The Problem of

Nationality  and  Autonomy,  in  her  theoretical  journal,  Przeglad

Sozialdemokratyczny  (Krakow),  in  nos.6-10,  12,  and 14-15,  1908  and 1909.  The

paging was as  follows: Article 1  pps.482-515;  2,  597-612; 3,  613-631;  4,  687-710; 5,
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795-818; 6 (Special Problems of Poland), pp.136-63, 351-76. The first five articles (but

not the sixth) are included in the present collection.

The Notes are somewhat confusing. They have been renumbered and those that were

by  Rosa  Luxemburg  or  her  publisher  attributed  while  the  others  are  by  the  editor

Horace B. Davis in the Monthly Review edition.

Editor’s Note
[by Horace B Davies]

The theses here presented are the work of Radek, Stein-Krajewski, and M. Bronski, who

were then located in Switzerland; before the draft was published, it was submitted also

to  Hanecki  in  Copenhagen.  This  was  the  so-called  Rostamowcy  fraction  of  the  old

SDKPiL. Nationalism was not an issue between this group and the Zarzadowcy faction

to which Rosa Luxemburg belonged, so these theses are intended as an expression and

continuation of Rosa Luxemburg’s position on the national question. Of course, Rosa

Luxemburg herself had by this time modified her position slightly, as will be evident

from a study of the “Junius” pamphlet, published at the same time as these theses; her

position two years later,  in the pamphlet,  The Russian Revolution  (a  chapter of

which is included in the present collection), is again not precisely the same. However,

the theses do express her general point of view.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The National Question

Among  other  problems,  the  1905  Revolution  in  Russia  has  brought  into  focus  the

nationality question. Until now, this problem has been urgent only in Austria-Hungary.

At present,  however, it  has become crucial also in Russia, because the revolutionary

development made all classes and all political parties acutely aware of the need to solve

the  nationality  question  as  a  matter  of  practical  politics.  All  the  newly  formed  or

forming parties in Russia, be they radical, liberal or reactionary, have been forced to

include in their programs some sort of a position on the nationality question, which is

closely connected with the entire complex of the state’s internal and external policies.

For  a  workers’  party,  nationality  is  a  question  both  of  program  and  of  class

organization. The position a workers’ party assumes on the nationality question, as on

every other question, must differ in method and basic approach from the positions of

even  the  most  radical  bourgeois  parties,  and  from  the  positions  of  the  Pseudo-

socialistic, petit bourgeois parties. Social Democracy, whose political program is based

on the scientific method of historical materialism and the class struggle, cannot make

an  exception  with  respect  to  the  nationality  question.  Moreover,  it  is  only  by

approaching the problem from the standpoint of scientific socialism that the politics of

Social Democracy will offer a solution which is essentially uniform, even though the

program must take into account the wide variety of forms of the nationality question

arising from the social, historical, and ethnic diversity of the Russian empire.

In  the program of  the  Social  Democratic  Labor Party  (RSDLP) of  Russia,  such a

formula, containing a general solution of the nationality question in all its particular

manifestations,  is  provided  by  the  ninth  point;  this  says  that  the  party  demands  a

democratic republic whose constitution would insure, among other things, “that  all

nationalities forming the state have the right to self-determination.”

This  program  includes  two  more  extremely  important  propositions  on  the  same

matter. These are the seventh point, which demands the abolition of classes and the full
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legal equality of all citizens without distinction of sex, religion, race or nationality, and

the eighth point, which says that the several ethnic groups of the state should have the

right to schools conducted in their respective national languages at state expense, and

the right  to  use  their  languages  at  assemblies  and on an equal  level  with the state

language in all state and public functions. Closely connected to the nationality question

is  the  third  point  of  the  program,  which  formulates  the  demand  for  wide  self-

government on the local and provincial level in areas which are characterized by special

living  conditions  and  by  the  special  composition  of  their  populations.  Obviously,

however, the authors of the program felt that the equality of all citizens before the law,

linguistic rights,  and local  self-government were not enough to solve the nationality

problem,  since  they  found  it  necessary  to  add  a  special  paragraph  granting  each

nationality the “right to self-determination.”

What is  especially  striking about this  formula is  the fact  that it  doesn’t  represent

anything specifically connected with socialism nor with the politics of the working class.

“The right of nations to self-determination” is at first glance a paraphrase of the old

slogan of bourgeois nationalism put  forth in all  countries at  all  times:  “the right  of

nations  to  freedom and independence.”  In  Poland,  the  “innate  right  of  nations”  to

freedom has been the classic formula of nationalists from the Democratic Society to

Limanowski’s Pobudka, and from the national socialist Pobudka  to the anti-socialist

National  League”  before  it  renounced  its  program  of  independence.[2]  Similarly,  a

resolution on the “equal rights of all nations” to freedom was the only tangible result of

the famous pan-Slav congress held in Prague, which was broken up in 1848 by the pan-

Slavic bayonets of Windischgraetz. On the other hand, its generality and wide scope,

despite the principle of “the right of nations to self-determination” which obviously can

be applied not only to the peoples living in Russia but also to the nationalities living in

Germany and Austria, Switzerland and Sweden, America – strangely enough is not to

be found in any of the programs of today’s socialist parties. This principle is not even

included in the program of Austrian Social Democracy, which exists in a state with an

extremely mixed population, where the nationality question is of crucial importance.

The  Austrian  party  would  solve  the  nationality  question  not  by  a  metaphysical

formula which leaves the determination of the nationality question up to each of the

nationalities  according  to  their  whims,  but  only  by  means  of  a  well-defined  plan.

Austrian Social Democracy demands the elimination of the existing state structure of

Austria, which is a collection of “kingdoms and princely states” patched together during

the  Middle  Ages  by  the  dynastic  politics  of  the  Hapsburgs,  and  includes  various

nationalities mixed together territorially  in a hodgepodge manner.  The party rather

demands that these kingdoms and states should be divided into territories on the basis

of  nationality,  and  that  these  national  territories  be  joined  into  a  state  union.  But
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because the nationalities are to some extent jumbled together through almost the entire

area of Austria, the program of Social Democracy makes provision for a special law to

protect the smaller minorities in the newly created national territories.

Everyone is free to have a different opinion on this plan. Karl Kautsky, one of the

most knowledgeable experts on Austrian conditions and one of the spiritual fathers of

Austrian  Social  Democracy,  shows  in  his  latest  pamphlet,  Nationality  and

Internationalism, that such a plan, even if it could be put into effect, would by no

means  completely  eliminate  the  conflicts  and  difficulties  among  the  nationalities.

Nonetheless,  it  does  represent  an  attempt  to  provide  a  practical  solution  of  these

difficulties  by  the  party  of  the  proletariat,  and  because  of  the  importance  of  the

nationality question in Austria, we shall quote it in full.

The nationality program of the Austrian party,  adopted at the Brünn Congress in

1899, says:

Because national conflicts in Austria are obstructing all political progress and the cultural

development  of  the  nationalities,  because  these  conflicts  result  primarily  from  the

backwardness of our public institutions and because the prolongation of these conflicts is

one  of  the  methods  by  which  the  ruling  classes  insure  their  domination  and  prevent

measures in the true interests of the people, the congress declares that:

The final settlement of the nationality and language question in Austria in the spirit of

equality and reason is primarily a cultural demand, and therefore is one of the vital

interests of the proletariat.

This is possible only under a truly democratic regime based on universal, equal, and direct

elections, a regime in which all feudal privileges in the state and the principalities will have

been abrogated. Only under such a regime will the working classes, the elements which

really support the state and society, be able to express their demands.

The nurturing and development of the national peculiarities of all peoples in Austria are

possible only on the basis of equal rights and the removal of oppression. Therefore, state-

bureaucratic centralism and the feudal privileges of the principalities must be opposed.

Only under such conditions will it be possible to create harmony among the nationalities

in Austria in place of the quarrelling that takes place now, namely, through the recognition

of the following guiding principles:

Austria  is  to  be  transformed  into  a  democratic  federation  of  nationalities

(Nationalitätenbundesstaat).

The historic Crown lands are to be replaced by nationally homogeneous self-ruling

bodies,  whose  legislation  and  administration  shall  be  in  the  hands  of  national

chambers, elected on the basis of universal, equal, and direct franchise.

All self-governing regions of one and the same nation are to form together a nationally

distinct union, which shall  take care of this union’s affairs autonomously.  [That is,
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linguistic and cultural, according to the explanation given in the draft by the party’s

leadership.]

A special law should be adopted by the parliament to safeguard the rights of national

minorities.

We do not recognize any national privilege; therefore we reject the demand for a state

language. Whether a common language is needed, a federal parliament can decide.

The party congress, as the organ of international social democracy in Austria, expresses its

conviction that on the basis of these guiding principles, understanding among peoples is

possible.

It solemnly declares that it recognizes the right of each nationality to national existence

and national development.

Peoples can advance their culture only in close solidarity with one another, not in petty

quarrels; particularly the working class of all nations must, in the interest of the individual

nationalities and in the general interest, maintain international cooperation and fraternity

in its struggle and must conduct its political and economic struggle in closely united ranks.

In the ranks of international socialism, the Russian Workers’ Party is the only one whose

program  includes  the  demand  that  “nationalities  be  granted  the  right  to  self-

determination.”

Apart from Russian Social Democracy, we find this formula only in the program of the

Russian Social Revolutionaries, where it goes hand in hand with the principle of state

federalism. The relevant section of the political declaration of the Social Revolutionary

Party states that “the wide application of the principle of federalism in the relations

between  individual  nationalities  is  possible,”  and  stresses  the  “recognition  of  their

unlimited right to self-determination.”

It  is  true  that  the  above  formula  exists  in  another  connection with  international

socialism: namely, it is a paraphrase of one section of the resolution on the nationality

problem adopted in 1896 by the International Socialist Congress in London. However,

the circumstances which led to the adoption of that resolution, and the way in which

the resolution was formulated, show clearly that if the ninth paragraph in the program

of the Russian party is taken as an application of the London Resolution, it is based on a

misunderstanding.

The London resolution was not at all the result of the intention or need to make a

statement at an international congress on the nationality question in general, nor was it

presented or adopted by the Congress as a formula for the practical resolution of that

question by the workers’ parties of the various countries. Indeed, just the opposite was

true. The London Resolution was adopted on the basis of a motion presented to the

Congress by the social-patriotic faction of the Polish movement, or the Polish Socialist
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Party  (PPS),  a  motion  which  demanded  that  the  reconstruction  of  an  independent

Poland be recognized as one of the most urgent demands of international socialism.[3]

Influenced by the criticism raised at the Congress by Polish Social Democracy and the

discussion  concerning  this  in  the  socialist  press,  as  well  as  by  the  first  mass

demonstration  of  the  workers’  movement  in  Russia  the  memorable  strike  of  forty

thousand textile workers in Petersburg in May 1896 the International Congress did not

consider  the  Polish  motion,  which  was  directed  in  its  arguments  and  in  its  entire

character against the Russian revolutionary movement. Instead, it adopted the London

Resolution  already  mentioned,  which  signified  a  rejection  of  the  motion  for  the

reconstruction of Poland.

The Congress – the resolution states – declares itself in favor of the complete right of

all nations to self-determination, and expresses its sympathy for the workers of every

country now suffering under the yoke of  military,  national,  or  other despotism; the

Congress  calls  on  the workers  of  all  these  countries  to  join  the ranks of  the  class-

conscious workers of the whole world in order to fight together with them for the defeat

of international capitalism and for the achievement of the aims of international Social

Democracy.

As  we  can  see,  in  its  content,  the  London  Resolution  replaces  the  exclusive

consideration  of  the  Polish  question  by  the  generalization  of  the  question  of  all

suppressed nationalities, transferring the question from a national basis onto an inter-

national one, and instead of a definite, completely concrete demand of practical politics,

which the motion of the PPS demanded the reconstruction of independent Poland-the

resolution expresses a general  socialist  principle:  sympathy for the proletariat  of  all

suppressed nationalities and the recognition of their right to self-determination. There

can be no doubt that this principle was not formulated by the Congress in order to give

the international workers’ movement a practical solution to the nationality problem. On

the contrary, a practical guideline for socialist politics is contained not in the first part

of the London Resolution quoted above, but in the second part, which “calls upon the

workers of all countries suffering national oppression to enter the ranks of international

Social Democracy and to work for the realization of its principles and goals.” It is an

unambiguous way of emphasizing that the principle formulated in the first part – the

right of nations to self-determination can be put into effect only in one way: viz., by first

realizing the principles of international socialism and by attaining its ultimate goals.

Indeed, none of the socialist parties took the London Resolution to be a practical

solution of the nationality question, and they did not include it in their programs. Even

Austrian Social  Democracy, for which the solution of the nationality problem was a

question involving its very existence, did not do this; instead, in 1899, it created for
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itself  independently the practical  “nationality program” quoted above. What is  most

characteristic, even the PPS did not do this, because, despite its efforts to spread the

tale  that  the  London Resolution  was  a  formula  in  ”the  spirit”  of  socialism,  it  was

obvious  that  this  Resolution  meant  rather  a  rejection  of  its  motion  for  the

reconstruction of Poland, or at the very least, a dilution of it  into a general formula

without any practical character.[4] In point of fact, the political programs of the modern

workers’ parties do not aim at stating abstract principles of a social ideal, but only at the

formulation of those practical  social  and political  reforms which the class-conscious

proletariat needs and demands in the framework of bourgeois society to facilitate the

class  struggle  and  their  ultimate  victory.  The  elements  of  a  political  program  are

formulated  with  definite  aims  in  mind:  to  provide  a  direct,  practical,  and  feasible

solution to the crucial problems of political and social life, which are in the area of the

class struggle of  the proletariat; to serve as a guideline for everyday politics and its

needs; to initiate the political action of the workers’ party and to lead it in the right

direction; and finally, to separate the revolutionary politics of the proletariat from the

politics of the bourgeois and petit bourgeois parties.

The formula, “the right of nations to self-determination,” of course doesn’t have such

a character  at  all.  It  gives  no practical  guidelines  for  the  day to day politics  of  the

proletariat,  nor  any  practical  solution  of  nationality  problems.  For  example,  this

formula does not indicate to the Russian proletariat in what way it should demand a

solution of the Polish national problem, the Finnish question, the Caucasian question,

the  Jewish,  etc.  It  offers  instead  only  an  unlimited  authorization  to  all  interested

“nations”  to  settle  their  national  problems in  any way  they like.  The only  practical

conclusion for the day to day politics of the working class which can be drawn from the

above formula is the guideline that it is the duty of that class to struggle against all

manifestations of national oppression. If we recognize the right of each nation to self-

determination, it is obviously a logical conclusion that we must condemn every attempt

to place one nation over another, or for one nation to force upon another any form of

national existence. However, the duty of the class party of the proletariat to protest and

resist national oppression arises not from any special  “right of  nations,” just as,  for

example, its striving for the social and political equality of sexes does not at all result

from any special “rights of women” which the movement of bourgeois emancipationists

refers to. This duty arises solely from the general opposition to the class regime and to

every form of social inequality and social domination, in a word, from the basic position

of socialism. But leaving this point aside, the only guideline given for practical politics

is of a purely negative character. The duty to resist all forms of national oppression does

not include any explanation of what conditions and political forms the class-conscious

proletariat  in  Russia  at  the  present  time should  recommen d  as  a  solution  for  the

nationality  problems  of  Poland,  Latvia,  the  Jews,  etc.,  or  what  program  it  should
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present  to  match  the  various  programs  of  the  bourgeois,  nationalist,  and  pseudo-

socialist  parties  in  the  present  class  struggle.  In  a  word,  the  formula,  “the  right  of

nations to self-determination,” is essentially not a political and problematic guideline in

the nationality question, but only a means of avoiding that question.

II

The general and cliché-like character of the ninth point in the program of the Social

Democratic Labor Party of Russia shows that this way of solving the question is foreign

to the position of Marxian socialism. A “right of nations” which is valid for all countries

and all times is nothing more than a metaphysical cliché of the type of ”rights of man”

and  “rights  of  the  citizen.”  Dialectic  materialism,  which  is  the  basis  of  scientific

socialism,  has  broken once and for  all  with  this  type  of  “eternal”  formula.  For  the

historical dialectic has shown that there are no “eternal” truths and that there are no

“rights.”  ...  In  the words  of  Engels,  “What  is  good in  the  here  and now,  is  an  evil

somewhere  else,  and  vice  versa”  –  or,  what  is  right  and  reasonable  under  some

circumstances becomes nonsense and absurdity under others. Historical materialism

has taught us that the real  content of these “eternal” truths, rights, and formulae is

determined  only  by  the  material  social  conditions  of  the  environment  in  a  given

historical epoch.

On this basis, scientific socialism has revised the entire store of democratic clichés

and  ideological  metaphysics  inherited  from  the  bourgeoisie.  Present-day  Social

Democracy  long  since  stopped  regarding  such  phrases  as  “democracy,”  “national

freedom,”  “equality,”  and  other  such  beautiful  things  as  eternal  truths  and  laws

transcending particular nations and times. On the contrary, Marxism regards and treats

them only as expressions of certain definite historical conditions, as categories which,

in terms of their  material  content  and therefore  their  political  value,  are subject  to

constant change, which is the only “eternal” truth.

When Napoleon or any other despot of his ilk uses a plebiscite, the extreme form of

political  democracy,  for  the  goals  of  Caesarism,  taking  advantage  of  the  political

ignorance and economic subjection of the masses, we do not hesitate for a moment to

come out wholeheartedly against that “democracy,” and are not put off for a moment by

the  majesty  or  the  omnipotence  of  the  people,  which,  for  the  metaphysicians  of

bourgeois democracy, is something like a sacrosanct idol.

When a German like Tassendorf or a tsarist gendarme, or a “truly Polish” National

Democrat defends the “personal freedom” of strikebreakers,  protecting them against
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the  moral  and material  pressure  of  organized  labor,  we  don’t  hesitate  a  minute  to

support the latter,  granting them the fullest  moral  and historical  right  to force  the

unenlightened  rivals  into  solidarity,  although  from  the  point  of  view  of  formal

liberalism, those “willing to work” have on their side the right of “a free individual” to

do what reason, or unreason, tells them.

When, finally, liberals of the Manchester School demand that the wage worker be left

completely  to  his  fate  in  the  struggle  with  capital  in  the  name  of  “the  equality  of

citizens,”  we  unmask  that  metaphysical  cliché  which  conceals  the  most  glaring

economic inequality, and we demand, point-blank, the legal protection of the class of

wage workers, thereby clearly breaking with formal “equality before the law.”

The nationality question cannot be an exception among all the political, social, and

moral questions examined in this way by modern socialism. It cannot be settled by the

use of some vague cliché, even such a fine-sounding formula as “the right of all nations

to self-determination.” For such a formula expresses either absolutely nothing, so that

it  is  an empty,  noncommittal  phrase,  or  else  it  expresses  the unconditional  duty of

socialists to support all national aspirations, in which case it is simply false.

On the basis  of  the general  assumptions of  historical  materialism, the position of

socialists  with  respect  to  nationality  problems  depends  primarily  on  the  concrete

circumstances of each case, which differ significantly among countries, and also change

in the course of time in each country. Even a superficial knowledge of the facts enables

one to see that the question of the nationality struggles under the Ottoman Porte in the

Balkans has a completely different aspect, a different economic and historical basis, a

different  degree of  international  importance,  and different  prospects  for  the  future,

from  the  question  of  the  struggle  of  the  Irish  against  the  domination  of  England.

Similarly, the complications in the relations among the nationalities which make up

Austria  are  completely  different  from  the  conditions  which  influence  the  Polish

question. Moreover, the nationality question in each country changes its character with

time, and this means that new and different evaluations must be made about it. Even

our three national movements beginning from the time of the Kosciuszko Insurrection

could be seen as a triple, stereotyped repetition of the same historical play (that is, “the

struggle of  a  subjugated nationality  for  independence”)  only  in  the eyes of  either  a

metaphysician of the upper-class Catholic ideology such as Szujski, who believed that

Poland  had  historical  mission  to  be  the  “Christ  of  nations,”  or  in  the  eyes  of  an

ignoramus of the present-day social-patriotic “school.” Whoever cuts deeper with the

scalpel of the researcher more precisely, of the historical-materialist researcher – will

see beneath the surface of our three national uprisings three completely different socio-

political movements, which took on an identical form of struggle with the invader in

each  case  only  because  of  external  circumstances.  To  measure  the  Kosciuszko
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Insurrection  and  the  November  and  January  insurrections  by  one  and  the  same

yardstick – by the sacred laws of the “subjugated nation” – actually reveals a lack of all

judgment and the complete absence of any historical and political discrimination.[6]

A  glaring  example  of  how  the  change  of  historical  conditions  influences  the

evaluation and the position of socialists with respect to the nationality question is the

so-called  Eastern  question.  During the  Crimean war  in  1855,  the  sympathies  of  all

democratic and socialist Europe were on the side of the Turks and against the South

Slavs  who were  seeking their  liberty.  The  “right”  of  all  nations  to  freedom did not

prevent Marx, Engels, and Liebknecht from speaking against the Balkan Slavs and from

resolutely  supporting  the  integrity  of  the  Turks.  For  they  judged  the  national

movements of the Slavic peoples in the Turkish empire not from the standpoint of the

“eternal” sentimental formulae of liberalism, but from the standpoint of the material

conditions which determined the content  of  these national movements, according to

their views of the time. Marx and Engels saw in the freedom movement of the socially

backward South Slavs only the machinations of Russian tsardom trying to irritate the

Turks, and thus, without any second thoughts, they subordinated the question of the

national freedom of the Slavs to the interests of European democracy, insisting on the

integrity  of  Turkey as  a  bulwark of  defense against  Russian  reaction.  This  political

position was maintained in German Social Democracy as late as the second half of the

1890s, when the gray-haired Wilhelm Liebknecht, on the occasion of the struggle of the

Ormian Turks, still spoke in that spirit. But by this time the position of German and

international  Social  Democracy  on  the  Eastern  question  had  changed.  Social

Democracy began to support openly the aspirations of the suppressed nationalities in

Turkey to a separate cultural  existence, and abandoned all  concern for the artificial

preservation of Turkey as a whole. And at this time it was guided not by a feeling of

duty toward the Ormians or the Macedonians as subjugated nationalities, but by the

analysis of the material base of conditions in the East in the second half of the last

century.  By this  analysis,  the  Social  Democrats  became convinced that  the  political

disintegration of Turkey would result from its economic-political development in the

second half of the nineteenth century, and that the temporary preservation of Turkey

would serve the interests of the reactionary diplomacy of Russian absolutism. Here, as

in all other questions, Social Democracy was not contrary to the current of objective

development, but with it, and, profiting from its conclusions, it defended the interests

of European civilization by supporting the national movements within Turkey. It also

supported all  attempts to renew and reform Turkey from within, however weak the

social basis for such a movement may have been.

A  second  example  of  the  same  thing  is  provided  by  the  diametrically  opposite

attitudes of Marx and Engels during the revolution of 1848 with respect to the national
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aspirations of the Czechs and the Poles. There is no doubt that from the point of view of

the “right  of  nations  to  self-determination”  the  Czechs  deserved  the support  of  the

European socialists and democrats no less than the Poles. Marx, however, did not pay

any attention to that abstract formula,  and hurled thunderbolts  at  the  heads of  the

Czechs and their aspirations for freedom, aspirations which he regarded as a harmful

complication  of  the  revolutionary  situation,  all  the  more  deserving  of  severe

condemnation,  since,  to  Marx,  the  Czechs  were  a  dying  nationality,  doomed  to

disappear soon. The creators of The Communist Manifesto put forth these views at

the same time that they were defending the nationalist movement of the Poles with all

their strength, calling upon all revolutionary and progressive forces to help our patriots.

The  sober  realism,  alien  to  all  sentimentalism,  with  which  Marx  examined  the

national  problems during  the  revolution itself,  is  shown by the  way  he  treated  the

Polish and Czech questions:

“The  Revolution  of  1848,”  wrote  Marx  in  his  articles  on  the  revolution  which

appeared in February 1852 in the American paper, Daily Tribune,

calling forth at once the claim of all oppressed nations to an independent existence, and to

the right  to settle  their  own affairs  for  themselves,  it  was  quite  natural  that  the  Poles

should at  once demand the restoration of  their  country within the frontiers of  the  old

Polish  Republic  before  1772.  It  is  true,  this  frontier,  even  at  that  time,  had  become

obsolete,  if  taken as the  delimitation of  German and Polish nationality;  it  had become

more so every year since by the progress of Germanization; but then, the Germans had

proclaimed such an enthusiasm for the restoration of Poland, that they must expect to be

asked,  as  a first  proof  of  the  reality  of  their  sympathies,  to give  up their  share  of  the

plunder. On the other hand, should whole tracts of land, inhabited chiefly by Germans,

should large towns, entirely German, be given up to a people that as yet had never given

any  proofs  of  its  capability  of  progressing  beyond  a  state  of  feudalism  based  upon

agricultural serfdom? The question was intricate enough. The only possible solution was in

a  war  with  Russia.  The  question  of  delimitation  between  the  different  revolutionized

nations would have been made a secondary one to that of first establishing a safe frontier

against the common enemy. The Poles, by receiving extended territories in the east, would

have become more tractable and reasonable in the west; and Riga and Milan would have

been  deemed,  after  all,  quite  as  important  to  them  as  Danzig  and  Elbing.  Thus  the

advanced party in Germany, deeming a war with Russia necessary to keep up the

Continental movement, and considering that the national reestablishment even of a

part of Poland would inevitably lead to such a war, supported the Poles; while the

reigning,  middle-class party clearly foresaw its  downfall  from any national  war against

Russia,  which  would  have  called  more  active  and  energetic  men  to  the  helm,  and,

therefore,  with  a  feigned  enthusiasm  for  the  extension  of  German  nationality,  they

declared Prussian Poland, the chief seat of Polish revolutionary agitation, to be part and

parcel of the German Empire that was to be.[7]

Marx treated the Czech question with no less political realism:
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The  question  of  nationality  gave  rise  to  another  struggle  in  Bohemia.  This  country,

inhabited by two millions of Germans, and three millions of Slavonians of the Czechian

tongue, had great historical recollections, almost all connected with the former supremacy

of the Czechs. But then the force of this branch of the Slavonic family had been broken ever

since the wars of the Hussites in the fifteenth century. The province speaking the Czechian

tongue was divided, one part forming the kingdom of Bohemia, another the principality of

Moravia, a third the Carpathian hill country of the Slovaks, being part of Hungary. The

Moravians and Slovaks had long since lost every vestige of national feeling, and vitality,

although  mostly  preserving  their  language.  Bohemia  was  surrounded  by  thoroughly

German  countries  on  three  sides  out  of  four.  The  German  element  had  made  great

progress on her own territory; even in the capital, in Prague, the two nationalities were

pretty equally matched; and everywhere capital, trade, industry, and mental culture were

in the hands of the Germans. The chief champion of the Czechian nationality, Professor

Palacky, is himself nothing but a learned German run mad, who even now cannot speak

the Czechian language correctly and without foreign accent. But, as it often happens, dying

Czechian  nationality,  dying  according  to  every  fact  known in  history  for  the  last  four

hundred years,  made in  1848 a last  effort  to regain its  former vitality  an effort  whose

failure, independently of all revolutionary considerations, was to prove that Bohemia could

only exist, henceforth, as a portion of Germany, although part of her inhabitants might yet,

for  some  centuries,  continue  to  speak  a  non‑German  language.  [Revolution  and

Konterrevolution in Deutschland, pp.57-62]

We quote the above passages in order to stress the methods  which Marx and Engels

used with respect to the nationality question, methods not dealing in abstract formulae,

but only in the real issues of each individual case. That method did not, though, keep

them from making a faulty evaluation of the situation, or from taking a wrong, position

in certain cases. The present state of affairs shows how deeply Marx was in error in

predicting, sixty years ago, the disappearance of the Czech nationality, whose vitality

the  Austrians  today  find  so  troublesome.  Conversely,  he  overestimated  the

international  importance  of  Polish  nationalism:  this  was  doomed  to  decay  by  the

internal development of Poland, a decay which had already set in at that time. But these

historical errors do not detract an ounce from the value of Marx’s method, for there are

in  general  no  methods  of  research  which  are,  a  priori,  protected  against  a  wrong

application in individual cases. Marx never claimed to be infallible, and nothing, in the

last resort, is so contrary to the spirit of his science as “infallible” historical judgments.

It was possible for Marx to be mistaken in his position with respect to certain national

movements, and the author of the present work tried to show in 1896 and 1897 that

Marx’s views on the Polish question, as on the Eastern question, were outdated and

mistaken. But it is this former position of Marx and Engels on the question of Turkey

and the South Slavs, as well as on the national movement of the Czechs and Poles, that

shows emphatically how far the founders of scientific socialism were from solving all

nationality questions in one manner only, on the basis of one slogan adopted a priori. It

also shows how little they were concerned with the “metaphysical” rights of  nations
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when it was a matter of the tangible material problems of European development.

Finally,  an  even  more  striking  example  of  how  the  creators  of  modern  socialist

politics treated the national question is their evaluation of the freedom movement of

the Swiss in the fourteenth century.  This is  part  of  history,  therefore free  from the

influence of all the expectations and passions of day to day politics. The uprising of the

Swiss cantons against the bloody oppression of the Hapsburg despotism (which, in the

form of the historical myth of William Tell, is the object of absolute worship by the

liberal-bourgeois romantic idealist) was appraised by Friedrich Engels in 1847 in the

following way:

The struggle of the early Swiss against Austria, the famous oath at Rytli, the heroic shot of

Tell,  the  immortal  victory  at  Morgarten  –  all  this  represented the  struggle  of  restless

shepherds  against  the  thrust  of  historical  development,  a  struggle  of  hidebound,

conservative,  local  interests  against  the  interests  of  the  entire  nation,  a  struggle  of

primitivism against enlightenment, barbarism against civilization. They won their victory

over the civilization of that period, but as punishment they were cut off from the whole

later progress of civilization.[8]

To this evaluation Kautsky adds the following commentary:

A question mark could be added to the above concerning the civilizing mission which the

Hapsburgs were carrying out in Switzerland in the fourteenth century. On the other hand it

is correct that the preservation of the independence of the cantons was an event which was

conservative  to  the  nth degree,  and in  no way revolutionary,  and that  thenceforth the

freedom of those cantons served as a means of preserving an element of blackest reaction

in the center of Europe. It was those forest cantons which defeated Zwingli and his army in

1531 at  the battle of  Kappel,  and thereby put a stop to  the  spread of  Protestantism in

Switzerland. They provided armies to all the despots of Europe, and it was the Swiss of the

forest cantons who were the staunchest supporters of Louis XVl against the revolution. For

this the republic raised a magnificent monument to them in Lucerne. [Die Neue Zeit,

1904-1905, Vol.II, p.146.]

From  the  point  of  view  of  the  ”right  of  nations  to  self-determination,”  the  Swiss

uprising obviously deserves the sympathy of socialists on all scores. There is no doubt

that the aspirations of the Swiss to free themselves from the Hapsburg yoke were an

essential expression of the will of the “people” or a huge majority of them. The national

movement of the Swiss had a purely defensive character, and was not informed by the

desire to oppress other nationalities. It was intended only to throw off the oppression of

a foreign and purely dynastic invader. Finally, this national movement formally bore all

the external characteristics of democratism, and even revolutionism, since the people

were rebelling against absolute rule under the slogan of a popular republic.

In complete contrast to this movement is the national uprising in Hungary in 1848. It
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is  easy  to  see  what  would  have  been  the  historical  outcome  of  the  victory  of  the

Hungarians  because  the  social  and national  conditions  of  that  country  insured  the

absolute  domination  of  the  Magyar  minority  over  the  mixed  majority  of  the  other,

subjugated  nationalities.  A  comparison  of  these  two  struggles  for  national

independence - the Hungarian in 1848 and the Swiss five centuries earlier – is all the

more significant since both were directed against the same enemy: the absolutism of

the Austrian Hapsburgs. The method and the viewpoint on national politics of Marx

and Engels are brought into high relief  by this comparison. Despite all the external

evidences of revolutionism in the Swiss movement, and despite the indisputable two-

edged character of the Magyar movement, obvious in the flunkeyism with which the

Hungarian  revolutionaries  helped  the  Vienna  government  to  suppress  the  Italian

revolution, the creators of scientific socialism sharply criticized the Swiss uprising as a

reactionary event, while they supported fervently the Hungarian uprising in 1848. In

both  cases  they  were  guided  not  by  the  formula  of  “the  right  of  nations  to  self-

determination,” which obviously was much more applicable to the Swiss than to the

Magyars,  but  only  by  a  realistic  analysis  of  the  movements  from  a  historical  and

political  standpoint.  The  uprising  of  the  fragmented  peasant  cantons,  with  their

regionalism against the centralist power of the Hapsburgs, was, in the eyes of Engels, a

sign of historical reaction, just as the absolutism of the princely power, moving toward

centralism,  was  at  that  time  an  element  of  historical  progress.  From  a  similar

standpoint,  we note in passing, Lassalle regarded the peasant wars, and the parallel

rebellion  of  the  minor  knights  of  the  nobility  in  Germany  in  the  sixteenth  century

against the rising princely power,  as signs of  reaction.  On the other hand,  in 1848,

Hapsburg  absolutism  was  already  a  reactionary  relic  of  the  Middle  Ages,  and  the

national uprising of the Hungarians – a natural ally of the internal German revolution –

directed against the Hapsburgs naturally had to be regarded as an element of historical

progress.

III

What is more, in taking such a stand Marx and Engels were not at all indulging in party

or class egoism, and were not sacrificing entire nations to the needs and perspectives of

Western European democracy, as it might have appeared.

It is true that it sounds much more generous, and is more flattering to the overactive

imagination of the young “intellectual,”  when the socialists  announce a general  and

universal introduction of freedom for all existing suppressed nations. But the tendency

to grant all peoples, countries, groups, and all human creatures the right to freedom,
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equality, and other such joys by one sweeping stroke of the pen, is characteristic only of

the youthful period of the socialist  movement, and most of all  of the phraseological

bravado of anarchism.

The  socialism of  the  modern working class,  that  is,  scientific  socialism,  takes  no

delight  in  the  radical  and  wonderful-sounding  solutions  of  social  and  national

questions, but examines primarily the real issues involved in these problems,

The solutions of the problems of Social Democracy are not in general characterized

by  “magnanimity,”  and in  this  respect  they  are  always  outdone  by  socialist  parties

which are not hampered by scientific “doctrines,” and which therefore always have their

pockets full of the most beautiful gifts for everyone. Thus, for example, in Russia, the

Social  Revolutionary  Party  leaves  Social  Democracy  far  behind  in  the  agricultural

question;  it  has  for  the  peasants  a  recipe for  the  immediate  partial  introduction of

socialism  in  the  village,  without  the  need  of  a  boring  period  of  waiting  for  the

conditions  of  such  a  transformation  in  the  sphere  of  industrial  development.  In

comparison with such parties, Social Democracy is and always will be a poor party, just

as Marx in his  time was poor in comparison with the expansive and magnanimous

Bakunin,  just  as  Marx  and  Engels  were  both  poor  in  comparison  with  the

representatives  of  “real”  or  rather  “philosophical”  socialism.  But  the  secret  of  the

magnanimity of all socialists with an anarchist coloration and of the poverty of Social

Democracy,  is  that  anarchistic  revolutionism measures  “strength  by  intentions,  not

intentions according to strength”; that is, it measures its aspirations only by what its

speculative reason, fumbling with an empty utopia, regards as ̶good” and “necessary”

for the salvation of humanity. Social Democracy, on the other hand, stands firmly on

historical ground in its aspirations, and therefore reckons with historical possibilities.

Marxian socialism differs from all the other brands of socialism because, among other

things, it has no pretensions to keeping patches in its pocket to mend all the holes made

by historical development.

Actually,  even if  as socialists  we recognized the immediate  right of  all  nations to

independence, the fates of nations would not change an iota because of this. The “right”

of a nation to freedom as well as the “right” of the worker to economic independence

are, under existing social conditions, only worth as much as the “right” of each man to

eat off gold plates, which, as Nicolaus Chernyshevski wrote, he would be ready to sell at

any moment for a ruble. In the 1840s the “right to work” was a favorite postulate of the

Utopian Socialists in France, and appeared as an immediate and radical way of solving

the social question. However, in the Revolution of 1848 that “right” ended, after a very

short  attempt  to  put  it  into  effect,  in  a  terrible  fiasco,  which  could  not  have  been

avoided even if the famous “national work-shops” had been organized differently. An

analysis of the real conditions of the contemporary economy, as given by Marx in his
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Capital, must lead to the conviction that even if present-day governments were forced

to declare a universal “right to work,” it would remain only a fine-sounding phrase, and

not  one  member  of  the  rank  and  file  of  the  reserve  army  of  labor  waiting  on  the

sidewalk would be able to make a bowl of soup for his hungry children from that right.

Today,  Social  Democracy understands that  the “right  to  work” will  stop being an

empty sound only when the capitalist regime is abolished, for in that regime the chronic

unemployment of a certain part of the industrial proletariat is a necessary condition of

production. Thus, Social Democracy does not demand a declaration of that imaginary

“right” on the basis of the existing system, but rather strives for the abolition of the

system  itself  by  the  class  struggle,  regarding  labor  organizations,  unemployment

insurance, etc., only as temporary means of help.

In  the  same  way,  hopes  of  solving  all  nationality  questions  within  the  capitalist

framework by insuring to all nations, races, and ethnic groups the possibility of “self-

determination” is a complete utopia. And it is a utopia from the point of view that the

objective system of political and class forces condemns many a demand in the political

program of  Social  Democracy  to  be  unfeasible  in  practice.  For  example,  important

voices  in  the  ranks  of  the  international  workers’  movement  have  expressed  the

conviction that a demand for the universal introduction of the eight-hour day by legal

enactment has no chance of being realized in bourgeois society because of the growing

social reaction of the ruling classes, the general stagnation of social reforms, the rise of

powerful organizations of businessmen, etc. Nonetheless, no one would dare call the

demand for the eight-hour day a utopia, because it is in complete accordance with the

progressive development of bourgeois society.

However,  to  resume:  the  actual  possibility  of  “self-determination”  for  all  ethnic

groups or otherwise defined nationalities is a utopia precisely because of the trend of

historical  development  of  contemporary  societies.  Without  examining  those  distant

times at the dawn of history when the nationalities of modern states were constantly

moving  about  geographically,  when  they  were  joining,  merging,  fragmenting,  and

trampling one another, the fact is that all the ancient states without exception are, as a

result  of  that  long  history  of  political  and  ethnic  upheavals,  extremely  mixed  with

respect to nationalities. Today, in each state, ethnic relics bear witness to the upheavals

and intermixtures which characterized the march of historical development in the past.

Even in his time, Marx maintained that these national survivals had no other function

but  to  serve  as  bastions  of  the  counter-revolution,  until  they  should  be  completely

swept from the face of the earth by the great hurricane of  revolution or world war.

“There is no country in Europe,” he wrote in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung:

which doesn’t have in some corner one or more of these ruins of nations, the remains of an
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ancient people displaced and conquered by a nation which later became a standard-bearer

of  historical  development.  These  remains  of  nationalities,  mercilessly  trampled  on  by

history - as Hegel says – these national left-overs will all become and will remain until

their final extermination or denationalization fanatic partisans of the counter-revolution,

since their entire existence is in general a protest against the great historical revolution.

For ex-ample, in Scotland the Gaels were the mainstays of the Stuarts from 1640 to 1745;

in France, it was the Bretons who were the mainstays of the Bourbons from 1792 to 1800;

while in Spain, the Basques were the supporters of Don Carlos. In Austria, to take another

example, the pan-Slavic South Slavs are nothing more than the national left-overs of  a

highly confused thousand-year-long development. [Aus dem literarischen Nachlass

von Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels und Ferdinand Lasalle, Vol.III, p.241]

In another article, treating the pan-Slavs’ strivings for the independence of all Slavic

nations, Marx writes,

The Germans and Hungarians, during the times when great monarchies were a historical

necessity in Europe, forged all those petty, crippled, powerless little nations into one big

state, thereby allowing them to participate in the development of history which, if left to

themselves, they would have completely missed. Today, because of the huge progress of

industry,  trade, and communications, political  centralization has become an even more

pressing  need  than  it  was  in  the  fifteenth  and  sixteenth  centuries.  What  is  not  yet

centralized is being centralized. [Ibid., p.255.]

We abandoned Marx’s views on the South Slavs a long time ago: but the general fact is

that historical development, especially the modern development of capitalism, does not

tend to return to each nationality its independent existence, but moves rather in the

opposite direction, and this is as well known today as during the time of the Neue

Rheinische Zeitung.

In his most recent paper, Nationality and Internationalism, Karl Kautsky makes

the following sketch of the historical fates of nationalities:

We have seen that language is the most important means of social intercourse. As that

intercourse  grows with  economic  development,  so  the  circle  of  people  using  the  same

language must grow as well. From this arises the tendency of unified nations to expand, to

swallow  up  other  nations,  which  lose  their  language  and  adopt  the  language  of  the

dominant nation or a mixture.

According  to  Kautsky,  three  great  cultural  communities  of  humanity  developed

simultaneously: the Christian, the Muslim, and the Buddhist.

Each  of  these  three  cultural  groupings  includes  the  most  variegated  languages  and

nationalities. Within each one most of the culture is not national but international. But

universal  communication  has  further  effects.  It  expands  even  more  and  everywhere

establishes the domination of the same capitalist production ...  Whenever a closely knit

community  of  communication  and culture  exists  for  a  fairly  long  time  among a  large

number of nations, then one or a few nations gain ascendancy over the government, the

Rosa Luxemburg: The National Question (Chap.1) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch0...

16 of 36 9/20/2018, 9:28 PM



military, the scientific and artistic heights. Their language becomes indispensable for every

merchant and educated man in that international cultural community. Their culture – in

economy, art, and literature – lends its character to the whole civilization. Such a role was

played in the Mediterranean basin until the end of ancient times by Greek and Latin. In the

Mohammedan world it is played by Arabic; in the Christian, including Jews and atheists,

German, English, and French have become universal languages ... Perhaps economic and

political development will add Russian to these three languages. But it is equally possible

that one of them, English, will become the only common language ... The joining of nations

to  the  international  cultural  community  will  be  reflected  in  the  growth  of  universal

languages among merchants and educated people. And this union was never as closely knit

as it is now; never was a purely national culture less possible. Therefore it strikes us as very

strange when people talk always of only a national culture and when a goal of socialism is

considered to be the endowing of the masses with a national  culture  ...  When socialist

society  provides  the  masses  with  an education,  it  also  gives  them the ability  to  speak

several  languages,  the  universal  languages,  and  therefore  to  take  part  in  the  entire

international  civilization  and  not  only  in  the  separate  culture  of  a  certain  linguistic

community. When we have got to the point where the masses in our civilized states can

master one or more of the universal languages besides their native language, this will be a

basis  for  the  gradual  withdrawal  and  ultimately  the  complete  disappearance  of  the

languages  of  the  smaller  nations,  and for  the  union of  all  civilized  humanity  into  one

language and one nationality, just as the peoples in the eastern basin of the Mediterranean

were united in Hellenism after Alexander the Great, and the peoples of the western area

later merged into the Roman nationality.

The variety of languages within our circle of civilization makes understanding among

members  of  the  various  nations  difficult  and is  an obstacle  to  their  civilized  progress.

[Emphasis  in  the  following  paragraph  is  R.L.s]  But  only  socialism will  overcome  that

obstacle, and much work will be needed before it can succeed in educating entire masses of

people  to  obtain  visible  results.  And  we  must  keep  in  mind  already  today  that  our

internationalism  is  not  a  special  type  of  nationalism  differs  from  bourgeois

nationalism only in that it does not behave aggressively – that it leaves to each

nation the same right which it demands for its own nation, and thereby recognizes

the complete sovereignty (Soveränität) of each nation. Such a view, which transforms

the position of anarchism concerning individuals onto nations, does not correspond

to  the  close  cultural  community  existing  between  nations  of  contemporary

civilisation.

These last, in fact, in regard to economy and civilization, form one single social body

whose welfare depends on the harmony of the cooperation of the parts, possible only by

the subordination of  all  the  parts  to  the  whole.  The  Socialist  International  is  not  a

conglomerate of autocratic nations, each doing what it likes, as long as it does not

interfere with the equality of rights of the others; but rather an organism wherein

the better it works, the easier it is for its parts to come to agreement and the more

they work together according to a common plan.

Such is  the historical  scheme as  described by  Kautsky.  To be sure,  he  presents  the

matter from a different point of view than Marx does, emphasizing mainly the side of

cultural,  peaceful  development,  whereas  Marx  accents  its  political  side,  an  external
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armed conquest. Both, however, characterize the fate of nationalities in the course of

events, not as tending to separate themselves and become independent, but completely

vice-versa.  Kautsky formulates – as far  as we know,  for  the first  time in  socialistic

literature of recent times – the historical tendency to remove completely all national

distinctions within the socialist system and to fuse all of civilized humanity into one

nationality. [K. Kautsky, Nationalität und Internationaliät, pp.12-17 & p.23.]

However – that theoretician believes – at the present time capitalist development

gives rise to phenomena which seem to work in the opposite direction: the awakening

and intensification of national consciousness as well as the need for a national state

which is the state form “best corresponding to modern conditions, the form in which it

can most easily fulfil its tasks.” [ibid.]

The “best national  state is only an abstraction which can be easily  described and

defined theoretically, but which doesn’t correspond to reality. Historical development

toward a universal community of civilization will, like all social development, take place

in the midst of a contradiction, but this contradiction, with respect to the consolidating

growth of international civilization, lies in another area than where Kautsky seeks it,

not  in  the  tendency  toward  the  idea  of  a  “national  state,”  but  rather  where  Marx

indicates it to be, in the deadly struggle among nations, in the tendency to create –

alongside the great areas of civilization and despite them – great capitalist states. The

development  of  world  powers,  a  characteristic  feature  of  our  times  growing  in

importance along with the progress of capitalism, from the very outset condemns all

small nations to political impotence. Apart from a few of the most powerful nations, the

leaders in capitalist development, which possess the spiritual and material resources

necessary to maintain their political and economic independence, “self-determination,”

the independent existence of smaller and petty nations, is an illusion, and will become

even more so. The return of all, or even the majority of the nations which are today

oppressed, to independence would only be possible if the existence of small states in the

era  of  capitalism  had  any  chances  or  hopes  for  the  future.  Besides,  the  big-power

economy  and  politics  –  a  condition  of  survival  for  the  capitalist  states  –  turn  the

politically  independent,  formally  equal,  small  European  states  into  mutes  on  the

European stage and more often into scapegoats. Can one speak with any seriousness of

the  “self-determination”  of  peoples  which  are  formally  independent,  such  as

Montenegrins, Bulgarians, Rumanians, the Serbs, the Greeks, and, as far as that goes,

even the Swiss, whose very independence is the product of the political struggles and

diplomatic  game of  the  “Concert  of  Europe”?  From this  point  of  view,  the  idea  of

insuring  all  “nations”  the  possibility  of  self-determination is  equivalent  to reverting

from Great-Capitalist development to the small  medieval states,  far earlier than the

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

Rosa Luxemburg: The National Question (Chap.1) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch0...

18 of 36 9/20/2018, 9:28 PM



The other principal feature of modern development, which stamps such an idea as

utopian, is capitalist imperialism. The example of England and Holland indicates that

under certain conditions a capitalist country can even completely skip the transition

phase of  “national  state”  and create  at  once,  in  its  manufacturing  phase,  a  colony-

holding state.  The example of  England and Holland, which, at  the beginning of  the

seventeenth century, had begun to acquire colonies, was followed in the eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries  by  all  the  great  capitalist  states.  The fruit  of  that  trend is  the

continuous  destruction  of  the  independence  of  more  and  more  new  countries  and

peoples, of entire continents.

The very development of international trade in the capitalist period brings with it the

inevitable, though at times slow ruin of all the more primitive societies, destroys their

historically existing means of “self-determination,” and makes them dependent on the

crushing wheel of capitalist development and world politics. Only complete formalist

blindness could lead one to maintain that, for example, the Chinese nation (whether we

regard the people of that state as one or several nations) is today really “determining

itself.” The destructive action of world trade is followed by outright partition or by the

political dependence of colonial countries in various degrees and forms. And if Social

Democracy  struggles  with  all  its  strength  against  colonial  policy  in  all  its

manifestations, trying to hinder its progress, then it will at the same time realize that

this development, as well as the roots of colonial politics, lies at the very foundations of

capitalist production, that colonialism will inevitably accompany the future progress of

capitalism, and that only the innocuous bourgeois apostles of “peace” can believe in the

possibility of today’s states avoiding that path. The struggle to stay in the world market,

to play international politics, and to have overseas territories is both a necessity and a

condition of development for capitalist world powers. The form that best serves the

interests  of  exploitation  in  the  contemporary  world  is  not  the  “national”  state,  as

Kautsky thinks, but a state bent on conquest. When we compare the different states

from the point of view of the degree to which they approach this ideal, we see that it is

not the French state which best fits the model, at least not in its European part which is

homogeneous with respect to nationality. Still less does the Spanish state fit the model;

since it lost its colonies, it has shed its imperialist character and is purely “national” in

composition. Rather do we look to the British and German states as models, for they are

based on national oppression in Europe and the world at large – and to the United

States of America, a state which keeps in its bosom like a gaping wound the oppression

of the Negro people, and seeks to conquer the Asiatic peoples.

The  following table  illustrates  the imperialist  tendency  of  national  conquest.  The

figures refer to the number of oppressed people in colonies belonging to each country.

The huge figures quoted, which include around five hundred million people, should
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be increased by the colossal addition of the countries which do not figure as colonies,

but are actually completely dependent on European states, and then we should break

these totals down into countless nationalities and ethnic groups to convey an idea of the

effects  to  date  of  capitalist  imperialism on  the  fates  of  nations  and their  ability  to

“determine themselves.”

In Asia In Africa In America In Australasia

Great Britain 361,445,000 40,028,000 7,557,300 5,811,000

France   18,073,000 31,500,000    428,819      89,000

Germany        120,041 11,447,000 —    448,000

Holland   37,734,000 —    142,000 —

Belgium — 19,000,000 — —

Denmark — —      42,422 —

Spain —      291,000 — —

Portugal        810,000   6,460,000 — —

USA     7,635,426 —    953,243      13,000

Of course, the history of the colonial expansion of capitalism displays to some extent

the contradictory tendency of the legal, and then political gaining of independence of

the colonial  countries.  The  history  of  the  breaking away of  the  United  States  from

England at the end of the eighteenth century, of the countries of South America from

Spain  and  Portugal  in  the  twenties  and  thirties  of  the  last  century,  as  well  as  the

winning  of  autonomy by  the  Australian states  from England,  are  the  most  obvious

illustrations of this tendency. However, a more careful examination of these events will

point at once to the special conditions of their origins. Both South and North America,

until  the nineteenth century, were the victims of a still  primitive system of colonial

administration, based more on the plundering of the country and its natural resources

for the benefit of the treasures of European states than on a rational exploitation for the

benefit of capitalist production. In these cases, it was a matter of an entire country,

which  possessed  all  the  conditions  for  the  independent  development  of  capitalism,

making its own way by breaking the rotting fetters of political dependence. The force of

that capitalist thrust was stronger in North America, which was dependent on England,

while  South  America,  until  then  predominantly  agricultural,  met  a  much  weaker

resistance from Spain and Portugal,  which were economically  backward.  Obviously,

such an exceptional wealth of natural resources is not the rule in all colonies. On the

other hand, the contemporary system of colonization has created a dependence which is

much less superficial than the previous one. But the winning of independence by the

American colonies did not remove national dependence, it only transferred it to another

nationality – only changed its role. Take first the United States: the element freeing
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itself from the scepter of England was not a foreign nation but only the same English

emigrants who had settled in America on the ruins and corpses of the redskin natives –

which is true also of the Australian colonies of England, in which the English constitute

90 percent  of  the  population.  The  United  States  is  today in  the  vanguard  of  those

nations practicing imperialist  conquest.  In the same way, Brazil,  Argentina, and the

other former colonies whose leading element is immigrants – Portuguese and Spanish -

won independence from the European states primarily in order to exercise control over

the trade in Negroes and their  use on the plantations, and to annex all  the weaker

colonies in the area. Most likely the same conditions prevail in India, where lately there

has appeared a rather serious “national” movement against England. The very existence

in India of a huge number of nationalities at different degrees of social and civilized

development,  as  well  as  their  mutual  dependence,  should  warn  against  too  hasty

evaluation of  the  Indian movement under  the  simple  heading  of  “the rights  of  the

nation.”

Apparent exceptions only confirm on closer analysis the conclusion that the modern

development  of  capitalism  cannot  reconciled  with  the  true  independence  of  all

nationalities.

It  is  true  the  problem appears  much simpler  if,  when  discussing  nationality,  we

exclude  the  question  of  colonial  partitions.  Such  a  technique  is  often  applied,

consciously  or  unconsciously,  by  the  defenders  of  the  “rights  of  nations”;  it  also

corresponds  to  the  position with  respect  to  colonial  politics  taken,  for  example,  by

Eduard David in the German Social Democracy or van Kol in the Dutch. This point of

view considers  colonialism in  general  as  the  expression of  the  civilizing  mission of

European  peoples,  inevitable  even  in  a  socialist  regime.  This  view  can  be  briefly

described as the “European” application of the philosophical principle of Fichte in the

well  known  paraphrase  of  Ludwig  Brone:  “Ich  bin  ich  –  was  ausser  mir  ist

Lebensmittel” (”I am myself – what is outside of me is the means of life”). If only the

European peoples are regarded as nations proper, while colonial peoples are looked on

as “supply depots,” then we may use the term “nation-state” in Europe for countries like

France,  Denmark,  or  Italy,  and the  problem of  nationality  can  be  limited  to  intra-

European  dimensions.  But  in  this  case,  “the right  of  nations  to  self-determination”

becomes a theory of the ruling races and betrays clearly its origin in the ideologies of

bourgeois  liberalism  together  with  its  “European”  cretinism.  In  the  approach  of

socialists, such a right must, by the nature of things, have a universal character. The

awareness of this necessity is enough to indicate that the hope of realizing this “right”

on the basis of the existing setup is a utopia; it is in direct contradiction to the tendency

of capitalist development on which Social Democracy has based its existence. A general

attempt to divide all  existing states into national units and to re-tailor them on the
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model  of  national  states  and  statelets  is  a  completely  hopeless,  and  historically

speaking, reactionary undertaking.[9]

IV

The formula of the “right of nations” is inadequate to justify the position of socialists on

the nationality question, not only because it fails to take into account the wide range of

historical conditions (place and time) existing in each given case and does not reckon

with the general current of the development of global conditions, but also because it

ignores completely the fundamental theory of modern socialists - the theory of social

classes.

When we speak of  the “right of  nations to self-determination,  “  we are using the

concept of the “nation” as a homogeneous social and political entity. But actually, such

a concept of the “nation” is one of those categories of bourgeois ideology which Marxist

theory submitted to a radical re-vision, showing how that misty veil, like the concepts of

the  “freedom  of  citizens,”  “equality  before  the  law,”  etc.,  conceals  in  every  case  a

definite historical content.

In a class society, “the nation” as a homogeneous socio-political entity does not exist.

Rather, there exist within each nation, classes with antagonistic interests and “rights.”

There literally is not one social area, from the coarsest material relationships to the

most  subtle  moral  ones,  in  which  the  possessing  class  and  the  class-conscious

proletariat  hold  the  same  attitude,  and  in  which  they  appear  as  a  consolidated

“national” entity. In the sphere of economic relations, the bourgeois classes represent

the interests of exploitation – the proletariat the interests of work. In the sphere of legal

relations, the cornerstone of bourgeois society is private property; the interest of the

proletariat demands the emancipation of the propertyless man from the domination of

property. In the area of the judiciary, bourgeois society represents class “justice,” the

justice of the well-fed and the rulers; the proletariat defends the principle of taking into

account social influences on the individual, of humaneness. In international relations,

the bourgeoisie represent the politics of war and partition, and at the present stage, a

system of trade war;  the proletariat  demands a  politics  of  universal  peace and free

trade. In the sphere of the social sciences and philosophy, bourgeois schools of thought

and the school representing the proletariat stand in diametric opposition to each other.

The  possessing  classes  have  their  world  view;  it  is  represented  by  idealism,

metaphysics, mysticism, eclecticism; the modern proletariat has its theory – dialectic

materialism. Even in the sphere of so-called “universal” conditions – in ethics, views on

art, on behavior – the interests, world view, and ideals of the bourgeoisie and those of
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the  enlightened  proletariat  represent  two  camps,  separated  from  each  other  by  an

abyss. And whenever the formal strivings and the interests of the proletariat and those

of the bourgeoisie (as a whole or in its  most progressive part)  seem identical  – for

example, in the field of democratic aspirations - there, under the identity of forms and

slogans, is hidden the most complete divergence of contents and essential politics.

There can be no talk of a collective and uniform will, of the self-determination of the

“nation” in a society formed in such a manner. If  we find in the history of  modern

societies “national” movements, and struggles for “national interests,” these are usually

class movements of the ruling strata of the bourgeoisie, which can in any given case

represent the interest of the other strata of the population only insofar as under the

form of “national interests” it defends progressive forms of historical development, and

insofar  as  the  working  class  has  not  yet  distinguished  itself  from  the  mass  of  the

“nation” (led by the bourgeoisie) into an independent, enlightened political class.

In this sense, the French bourgeoisie had the right to come forth as the third estate in

the  Great  Revolution  in  the  name  of  the  French  people,  and  even  the  German

bourgeoisie  in  1848  could  still  regard  themselves,  to  a  certain  degree,  as  the

representatives of the German “nation” – although The Communist Manifesto and,

in part, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung were already the indicators of a distinct class

politics  of  the  proletariat  in  Germany.  In  both  cases  this  meant  only  that  the

revolutionary class concern of the bourgeoisie was, at that stage of social development,

the concern of the class of people who still formed, with the bourgeoisie, a politically

uniform mass in relation to reigning feudalism.

This circumstance shows that the ”rights of nations” cannot be a yardstick for the

position of the Socialist Party on the nationality question. The very existence of such a

party is proof that the bourgeoisie has stopped being the representative of the entire

mass of the people, that the class of the proletariat is no longer hidden in the skirts of

the bourgeoisie, but has separated itself off as an independent class with its own social

and political aspirations. Because the concepts of “nations,” of “rights,” and the “will of

the  people”  as  a  uniform whole  are,  as  we  have  said,  remnants  from the  times  of

immature and unconscious antagonism between the proletariat  and the bourgeoisie,

the  application  of  that  idea  by  the  class-conscious  and  independently  organized

proletariat would be a striking contradiction – not a contradiction against academic

logic, but a historical contradiction.

With respect to the nationality question in contemporary society,  a socialist  party

must take class antagonism into account. The Czech nationality question has one form

for the young Czech petite bourgeoisie and another for the Czech proletariat. Nor can

we seek a single solution of the Polish national question for Koscielski and his stable
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boy in Miroslawie, for the Warsaw and Lodz bourgeoisie and for class-conscious Polish

workers all at the same time; while the Jewish question is formulated in one way in the

minds of the Jewish bourgeoisie, and in another for the enlightened Jewish proletariat.

For  Social  Democracy,  the  nationality  question is,  like  all  other  social  and political

questions, primarily a question of class interests.

In the Germany of the 1840s there existed a kind of mystical-sentimental socialism,

that  of  the  “true  socialists”  Karl  Grün and Moses  Hess;  this  kind  of  socialism was

represented later in Poland by Limanowski. After the 1840s there appeared in Poland a

Spartan edition of the same – see the Lud Polski [Polish People] in the early 1870s

and  Pobudka  [Reveille]  at  the  end  of  that  decade.  This  socialism  strove  for

everything good and beautiful. And on that basis, Limanowski, later the leader of the

PPS, tried to weld together Polish socialism and the task of reconstructing Poland, with

the observation that socialism is an idea that is obviously beautiful, and patriotism is a

no  less  beautiful  idea,  and  so  “Why  shouldn’t  two  such  beautiful  ideas  be  joined

together?”

The only healthy thing in this sentimental socialism is that it is a utopian parody of

the  correct  idea  that  a  socialist  regime  has,  as  the  final  goal  of  the  proletariat’s

aspirations, taken the pledge that by abolishing the domination of classes, for the first

time in history it will guarantee the realization of the highest ideals of humanity.

And this is really the content and the essential meaning of the principle presented to

the International Congress at London [in 1896] in the resolution quoted. “The right of

Nations to self-determination” stops being a cliché only in a social regime where the

“right to work” has stopped being an empty phrase. A socialist regime, which eliminates

not only the domination of one class over another, but also the very existence of social

classes  and their  opposition,  the  very  division  of  society  into  classes  with  different

interests and desires, will bring about a society which is the sum total individuals tied

together by the harmony and solidarity their interests, a uniform whole with a common,

organized will and the ability to satisfy it. The socialist regime will realize directly the

“nation” as a uniform will – insofar as the nations within that regime in general will

constitute separate social organisms or, as Kautsky states, will join into one – and the

material conditions for its free self-determination. In a word, society will win the ability

to  freely  determine  its  national  existence  when  it  has  the  ability  to  determine  its

political being and the conditions of its creation. “Nations” will control their historical

existence when human society controls its social processes.

Therefore, the analogy which is drawn by partisans of the “right of nations to self-

determination” between that “right” and all democratic demands, like the right of free

speech, free press, freedom of association and of assembly, is completely incongruous.
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These people point out that we support the freedom of association because we are the

party of political freedom; but we still fight against hostile bourgeois parties. Similarly,

they say, we have the democratic duty to support the self-determination of nations, but

this fact does not commit us to support every individual tactic of those who fight for

self-determination.

The above view completely overlooks the fact that these “rights,” which have a certain

superficial  similarity,  lie  on  completely  different  historical  levels.  The  rights  of

association  and  assembly,  free  speech,  the  free  press.  etc.,  are  the  legal  forms  of

existence of a mature bourgeois society. But “the right of nations to self-determination”

is only a metaphysical formulation of an idea which in bourgeois society is completely

non-existent and can be realized only on the basis of a socialist regime.

However,  as  it  is  practiced  today,  socialism is  not  at  all  a  collection  of  all  these

mystical “noble” and “beautiful” desires, but only a political expression of well-defined

conditions,  that  is,  the  fight  of  the  class  of  the  modern  proletariat  against  the

domination of the bourgeoisie. Socialism means the striving of the proletariat to bring

about the dictatorship of its class in order to get rid of the present form of production.

This  task  is  the  main  and  guiding  one  for  the  Socialist  Party  as  the  party  of  the

proletariat:  it  determines  the  position  of  that  party  with  respect  to  all  the  several

problems of social life.

Social Democracy is the class party of the proletariat. Its historical task is to express

the  class  interests  of  the  proletariat  and  also  the  revolutionary  interests  of  the

development of capitalist society toward realizing socialism. Thus, Social Democracy is

called upon to realize not the right of nations to self-determination but only the right of

the  working  class,  which  is  exploited  and  oppressed,  of  the  proletariat,  to  self-

determination. From that position Social Democracy examines all social and political

questions without exception, and from that standpoint it formulates its programmatic

demands. Neither in the question of the political forms which we demand in the state,

nor in the question of the state’s internal or external policies, nor in the questions of law

or education,  of  taxes  or the  military,  does  Social  Democracy  allow the “nation”  to

decide its fate according to its own vision of self-determination. All of these questions

affect the class interests of the proletariat in a way that questions of national-political

and national-cultural existence do not. But between those questions and the national-

political  and  national-cultural  questions,  exist  usually  the  closest  ties  of  mutual

dependence  and  causality.  As  a  result,  Social  Democracy  cannot  here  escape  the

necessity of formulating these demands individually, and demanding actively the forms

of  national-political  and  national-cultural  existence  which  best  correspond  to  the

interests of the proletariat and its class struggle at a given time and place, as well as to

the interests  of  the  revolutionary  development  of  society.  Social  Democracy  cannot
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leave these questions to be solved by “nations.”

This  becomes perfectly  obvious  as  soon as  we bring  the question down from the

clouds of abstraction to the firm ground of concrete conditions.

The “nation” should have the “right” to self-determination. But who is that “nation”

and who has the authority and the “right” to speak for the “nation” and express its will?

How can we  find  out  what  the  “nation”  actually  wants?  Does  there  exist  even one

political party which would not claim that it alone, among all others, truly expresses the

will of the “nation,” whereas all other parties give only perverted and false expressions

of  the  national  will?  All  the  bourgeois,  liberal  parties  consider  themselves  the

incarnation of the will of the people and claim the exclusive monopoly to represent the

“nation.” But conservative and reactionary parties refer no less to the will and interests

of the nation, and within certain limits,  have no less of a right to do so. The Great

French Revolution was indubitably an expression of the will of the French nation, but

Napoleon,  who  juggled  away  the  work  of  the  Revolution  in  his  coup  of  the  18th

Brumaire, based his entire state reform on the principle of “la volonté generale” [the

general will].

In  1848,  the  will  of  the  “nation”  produced first  the  republic  and the  provisional

government, then the National Assembly, and finally Louis Bonaparte, who cashiered

the Republic, the provisional government, and the national assembly. During the [1905]

Revolution  in  Russia,  liberalism  demanded  in  the  name  of  the  people  a  “cadet”

ministry; absolutism, in the name of the same people, arranged the pogroms of the

Jews,  while  the  revolutionary  peasants  expressed their  national  will  by  sending the

estates of the gentry up in smoke. In Poland, the party of the Black Hundreds, National

Democracy, had a claim to be the will  of  the people,  and in the name of  “the self-

determination of the nation” incited “national” workers to assassinate socialist workers.

Thus the same thing happens to the “true” will of the nation as to the true ring in

Lessing’s story of Nathan the Wise: it has been lost and it seems almost impossible to

find it and to tell it from the false and counterfeit ones. On the surface, the principle of

democracy provides a way of distinguishing the true will of the people by determining

the opinion of the majority.

The  nation  wants  what  the  majority  of  the  people  want.  But  woe  to  the  Social

Democratic Party which would ever take that principle as its own yardstick: that would

condemn to death Social Democracy itself as the revolutionary party. Social Democracy

by its very nature is a party representing the interests of a huge majority of the nation.

But  it  is  also  for  the  time  being  in  bourgeois  society,  insofar  as  it  is  a  matter  of

expressing the conscious will of the nation, the party of a minority which only seeks to
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become the majority. In its aspirations and its political program it seeks to reflect not

the  will  of  a  majority  of  the  nation,  but  on  the  contrary,  the  embodiment  of  the

conscious will of the proletariat alone. And even within that class, Social Democracy is

not and does not claim to be the embodiment of the will of the majority. It expresses

only  the  will  and  the  consciousness  of  the  most  advanced  and  most  revolutionary

section of the urban-industrial proletariat. It tries to expand that will and to clear a way

for a majority of the workers by making them conscious of their own interests. “The will

of the nation” or its majority is not therefore an idol for Social Democracy before which

it humbly prostrates itself. On the contrary, the historical mission of Social Democracy

is based above all on revolutionizing and forming the will of the “nation”; that is, its

working-class majority. For the traditional forms of consciousness which the majority

of the nation, and therefore the working classes, display in bourgeois society are the

usual  forms  of  bourgeois  consciousness,  hostile  to  the  ideals  and  aspirations  of

socialism. Even in Germany, where Social  Democracy is the most powerful political

party, it is still today, with its three and a quarter million voters, a minority compared

to the eight million voters for bourgeois parties and the thirty million who have the

right to vote. The statistics on parliamentary electors give, admittedly, only a rough idea

of the relation of forces in times of peace. The German nation then “determines itself”

by electing a majority of conservatives, clerics, and freethinkers, and puts its political

fate in their hands. And the same thing is happening, to an even greater degree, in all

other countries.

V

Let us take a concrete example in an attempt to apply the principle that the “nation”

should “determine itself.”

With respect to Poland at the present stage of  the revolution, one of  the Russian

Social Democrats belonging to the editorial committee of the now defunct paper, Iskra,

in 1906 explained the concept of the indispensable Warsaw constituent assembly in the

following way:

if  we start from the assumption that the political organization of Russia is  the decisive

factor determining the current oppression of the nationalities, then we must conclude that

the  proletariat  of  the  oppressed  nationalities  and  the  annexed  countries  should  be

extremely active in the organization of an all-Russian constituent assembly.

This assembly could,  if  it  wished,  carry  out  its  revolutionary  mission,  and break the

fetters of force with which tsardom binds to itself the oppressed nationalities.

And there is no other satisfactory,  that is, revolutionary way of solving that question
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than  by  implementing  the  rights  of  the  nationalities  to  determine  their  own  fate.

[Emphasis  in  the  entire  citation  is  RLs.]  The  task  of  a  united  proletarian  party  of  all

nationalities  in  the  assembly  will  be  to  bring  about  such  a  solution  of  the  nationality

question,  and this  task can be realized by the Party  only  insofar  as  it  is  based on the

movement of the masses, on the pressure they put on the constituent assembly.

But in what concrete form should the admitted right to self-determination be realized?

Where the nationality question can be more or less identified with the existence of a

legal state – as is the case in Poland – then the organ which can realize the nation’s right to

self-determination can and should be  a national  constituent  assembly  whose  special

task is to determine the relation of a given “borderland country” to the state as a

whole, to decide whether it should belong to the state or break away from it, to

decide its internal set-up and its future connection with the state as a whole.

And therefore the constituent assembly of  Poland should decide whether Poland will

become  part  of  a  new  Russia  and  what  its  constitution  should  be.  And  the  Polish

proletariat should use all its strength to insure that its class makes its mark on the

decision of that organ of national self-government.

If we should ask the all-Russian assembly to hand the solution of the Polish national

question over to the Warsaw sejm, I do not believe that there is any need to put off calling

that sejm until the Petersburg constituents should take up the nationality question.

On the contrary, I think that the slogan of a constituent assembly in Warsaw should be

put forth now, at the same time as the slogan for an all-Russian constituent assembly. The

government which finally calls a constituent assembly for all Russia should also call (or

sanction the calling of) a special constituent sejm for Poland. The job of the all-Russian

assembly will be to sanction the work of the Warsaw sejm,  and in the light of the

different social forces involved in the Petersburg constituent assembly, the more this is

given on the basis of the real principles of democracy the more decisively and clearly will

the Polish nation express its national will. It will do this most clearly in the elections to the

sejm especially  called  to  decide  the  future  fate  of  Poland.  On the  basis  of  this  sejm’s

decisions,  the  representatives  of  the  Polish  and  Russian  proletariat  in  the  all-Russian

assembly  will  be  able  to  energetically  defend the  real  recognition  of  the  right  to  self-

determination.

Thus, the simultaneous calling of all-Russian and all-Polish constituent assemblies: this

should be our slogan.

The presentation by the proletariat of the demand for a constituent assembly for Poland

should not be taken to mean that the Polish nation would be represented in the all-Russian

assembly by any delegation of the Warsaw sejm.

I think that such representation in the all-Russian assembly would not correspond to the

interests  of  revolutionary  development.  It  would  join  the  proletariat  and  bourgeois

elements  of  the  Polish  sejm  by  bonds  of  mutual  solidarity  and  responsibility,  in

contradiction to the real mutual relations of their interests.

In the all-Russian assembly, the proletariat and bourgeoisie of  Poland should not be

represented by one delegation. But this would occur even if a delegation were sent from the
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sejm  to  an  assembly  which  included  representatives  of  all  the  parties  of  the  sejm

proportionally to their numbers. In this case, the direct and independent representation of

the  Polish  proletariat  in  the  assembly  would  disappear,  and  the  very  creation  of  real

political parties in Poland would be made difficult. Then the elections to the Polish sejm,

whose main task is to define the political relations between Poland and Russia, would not

show the political and social  faces of  the leading parties,  as elections to an all-Russian

assembly could do; for the latter type of elections would advance, besides the local, partial,

historically  temporary  and  specifically  national  questions,  the  general  questions  of

politics  and  socialism,  which  really  divide  contemporary  societies.  (Here  as

everywhere I speak of a definite manner of solving the nationality question for Poland, not

touching those changes which may prove themselves indispensable while resolving this

question for other nations. – Note of the author of the cited article.) [The above article

appeared in  Robotnik,  the  organ  of  the  PPS,  no.75,  February  7,  1906.-  Note  of  the

editorial board of Przeglad Sozial-demokratyczny]

This article gives a moral sanction on the part of the opportunist wing of Russian

Social Democracy to the slogan put forth by the PPS in the first period of the revolution:

that is, to the Warsaw constituent assembly. However, it had no practical result. After

the dissolution of the PPS, the so-called left wing of that party, having publicly rejected

the program of rebuilding Poland, found itself forced to abandon its partial program of

nationalism in the form of the slogan of a Warsaw constituent assembly. But the article

remains a characteristic attempt to give practical effect to the principle of “the right of

nations to self-determination.”

In the above argument, which we quoted in full in order to be able to examine it from

all aspects, several points strike the reader. Above all, according to the author, on the

one hand “a constituent assembly of Poland should decide whether Poland should enter

the formation of a new Russia and what kind of constitution it should have.” On the

other, “the Polish proletariat should use its strength to insure that its class will make

the greatest mark on the decisions of that organ of national self-government. “ Here the

class will of the Polish proletariat is expressly opposed to the passive will of the Polish

“nation.” The class will of the proletariat can obviously leave “its mark” on the decisions

of the Warsaw constituent assembly only if it is clearly and expressly formulated; in

other words, the class party of the Polish proletariat, the Socialist Party, must have a

well-defined program with respect to the national question, which it can introduce in

the Warsaw constituent assembly a program which corresponds not to the will of “the

nation”  but  only  to  the  will  and  interests  of  the  Polish  proletariat.  Then,  in  the

constituent assembly, in the national question, one will, or “the self-determination of

the proletariat” will come out against the will or “the self-determination of the nation.”

For  Polish  Socialists,  the  “nation’s  right  to  self-determination”  as  an  obligatory

principle in fact disappears, and is replaced by a clearly defined political program on

the national question.
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The result is rather strange. The Russian Social Democratic Labor Party leaves the

solution of the Polish question up to the Polish “nation.” The Polish Socialists should

not  pick it  up but  try,  as  hard as  they  can,  to  solve  this  question according to the

interests  and will  of  the  proletariat.  However,  the  party  of  the  Polish proletariat  is

organizationally tied to the all-state party,  for instance, the Social Democracy of the

Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania is a part of the Russian Social  Democratic Labor

Party. Thus, Social Democracy of all of Russia, united both in ideas and factually, has

two different positions. As a whole, it stands for the “nations in its constituent parts, it

stands for  the  separate  proletariat  of  each nation.  But  these  positions  can be  quite

different  and may  even be  completely  opposed  to  each  other.  The  sharpened class

antagonism  in  all  of  Russia  makes  it  a  general  rule  that  in  the  national-political

question, as in questions of  internal politics,  the proletarian parties take completely

different  positions  from  the  bourgeois  and  petit  bourgeois  parties  of  the  separate

nationalities. What position should the Labor Party of Russia then take in the case of

such a collision?

Let us suppose for the sake of argument, that in the federal constituent assembly, two

contradictory  programs  are  put  forth  from  Poland:  the  autonomous  program  of

National Democracy and the autonomous program of Polish Social Democracy, which

are quite at odds with respect to internal tendency as well as to political formulation.

What will the position of Russian Social Democracy be with regard to them? Which of

the programs will it recognize as an expression of the will and “self-determination” of

the Polish “nation”? Polish Social Democracy never had any pretensions to be speaking

in the name of the “nation.” National Democracy comes forth as the expresser of the

“national” will. Let us also assume for a moment that this party wins a majority at the

elections to the constituent assembly by taking advantage of the ignorance of the petit

bourgeois elements as well as certain sections of the proletariat. In this case, will the

representatives of the all-Russian proletariat, complying with the requirements of the

formula of their program, come out in favor of the proposals of National Democracy

and go against their own comrades from Poland? Or will they associate themselves with

the program of the Polish proletariat, leaving the “right of nations” to one side as a

phrase which binds them to nothing? Or will the Polish Social Democrats be forced, in

order to reconcile these contradictions in their program, to come out in the Warsaw

constituent assembly, as well as in their own agitation in Poland, in favor of their own

autonomous program, but to the federal constituent assembly, as members well aware

of the discipline of the Social Democratic Party of Russia, for the program of National

Democracy, that is, against their own program?

Let us take yet another example. Examining the question in a purely abstract form,

since the author has put the problem on that basis,  let us suppose, to illustrate the
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principle,  that in the national  assembly of  the Jewish population of  Russia for  why

should the right to create separate constituent assemblies be limited to Poland, as the

author wants? – the Zionist Party somehow wins a majority and demands that the all-

Russian  constituent  assembly  vote  funds  for  the  emigration  of  the  entire  Jewish

community.  On  the  other  hand,  the  class  representatives  of  the  Jewish  proletariat

firmly resist  the position of  the Zionists  as a harmful and reactionary utopia.  What

position will Russian Social Democracy take in this conflict?

It  will  have  two  choices.  The  “right  of  nations  to  self-determination”  might  be

essentially identical with the determination of the national question by the proletariat

in question that is, with the nationality program of the concerned Social Democratic

parties. In such a case, however, the formula of the “right of nations” in the program of

the Russian party is only a mystifying paraphrase of the class position. Or, alternatively,

the Russian proletariat as such could recognize and honor only the will of the national

majorities of the nationalities under Russian subjugation, even though the proletariat

of the respective “nations” should come out against this majority with their own class

program. And in this case, it is a political dualism of a special type; it gives dramatic

expression to the discord between the “national” and class positions: it points up the

conflict between the position of the federal workers’ party and that of the parties of the

particular nationalities which make it up.

A special Polish constituent assembly is to be the organ of realizing the right of the

nation to self-determination. But that right is, in reality, severely limited by the author,

and in two directions.  First,  the competence of  the Warsaw constituent assembly is

reduced  to  the  special  question  of  the  relation  of  Poland  to  Russia  and  to  the

constitution for Poland. Then, even within this domain, the decisions of the “Polish

nation” are subordinated to the sanction of an all-Russian constituent assembly. The

assembly, however – if this reservation is to have any meaning at all – can either grant

or deny these sanctions. Under such conditions the unlimited “right of the nation to

self-determination” becomes rather problematic. The national partisans of the slogan of

a separate Warsaw constituent assembly would not at all agree to the reduction of their

competence to the narrow area of relations between Poland and Russia. They wanted to

give the assembly the power over all the internal and external relations of the social life

of Poland. And from the standpoint of the “right of nations to self-determination,” they

would undoubtedly have right and logic on their side. For there seems to be no reason

why “self-determination”  should  mean only  the  solution of  the  external  fate  of  the

nation and of its constitution, and not of all social and political matters. Besides, the

separation of the relation of Poland to Russia and the constitution of Poland from the

“general problems of politics and socialism” is a construction which is artificial to the

highest degree. If the “constitution of Poland” is to determine – as it evidently must –
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the electoral law, the law of unions and meetings, the law of the press, etc., etc., for

Poland, then it is not clear what political questions remain for the federal constituent

assembly to solve with respect  to Poland.  From this  point of  view,  only one of  two

points of view is possible: either the Warsaw constituent assembly is to be the essential

organ for the self-determination of the Polish nation, and in this case it can be only an

organ on the same level  as the Petersburg constituent assembly;  or,  the constituent

assembly of Warsaw plays only the role of a national sejm in a position of dependence

on and subordination to the federal constituent assembly, and in this case, “the right of

the nation to self-determination,” dependent on the sanction of the Russian “nation,”

reminds one of the German concept: “Die Republik mit dem Grossherzog an der

Spitze” [“The Republic with the Grand Duke at the Head”] .

The author himself helps us to guess how, in his understanding, the “right of the

nation,”  proclaimed  in  the  introduction  so  charmingly  in  the  form  of  a  Warsaw

constituent assembly, is finally canceled out by the competence and right of sanction of

the Petersburg constituent assembly.

In this matter, the Menshevik journalist adopts the view that the Warsaw constituent

assembly will be the organ of national interests, whereas the federal assembly will be

the organ  of  the  class  and general  social  interests,  the  terrain  of  the  class  struggle

between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Thus, the author shows so much mistrust

of the Warsaw organ of the “national will” that he opposes the representation of that

national  sejm in  the Petersburg constituent  assembly,  for  which he demands direct

elections from Poland to insure the best representation of the interests of the Polish

proletariat. The defender of two constituent assemblies feels instinctively that even with

universal and equal elections to the Warsaw assembly, its very individual nature would

weaken the position of the Polish proletariat, while the combined entry of the Polish

proletariat  with the proletariat  of  the entire  state in a general  constituent  assembly

would  strengthen  the  class  position  and  its  defense.  Hence  arises  his  vacillation

between one and the other position and his  desire to  subordinate the organ of  the

“national”  will  to  the  organ  of  the  class  struggle.  This  is,  then,  again  an  equivocal

political position, in which the collision between the “national” point of view and the

class  point  of  view  takes  the  form  of  the  opposition  between  the  Warsaw  and  the

Petersburg constituent assemblies. Only one question remains: since the representation

in a federal constituent assembly is more useful for the defense of the Polish proletariat,

then why cannot that body resolve the Polish national question, in order to insure the

preponderance of the will and interests of the Polish proletariat? So many hesitations

and contradictions show how desirable it would be for the “nation” and the working

class to develop a common position.

Apart from this, we must add that the entire construction of the Warsaw constituent
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assembly as the organ of national “self-determination” is only a house of cards: the

dependence  or  independence  of  nation-states  is  determined  not  by  the  vote  of

majorities in parliamentary representations, but only by socio-economic development,

by  material  class  interests,  and  as  regards  the  external  political  affairs,  by  armed

struggle, war, or insurrection. The Warsaw assembly could only really determine the

fate  of  Poland  if  Poland  had  first,  by  means  of  a  successful  uprising,  won  factual

independence from Russia. In other words, the Polish people can realize its “right” to

self-determination only when it has the actual ability, the necessary force for this, and

then it will realize it not on the basis of its “rights” but on the basis of its power. The

present revolution did not call forth an independence movement in Poland; it did not

show the least tendency to separate Poland from Russia. On the contrary, it buried the

remains  of  these  tendencies  by  forcing  the  national  party  (National  Democracy)  to

renounce the program of the reconstruction of Poland, while the other party (the PPS)

was smashed to bits  and also,  midway in the struggle,  was  forced to renounce this

program explicitly. Thus, the “right” of the Polish nation to self-determination remains

– the right to eat off gold plates.

The demand for a Warsaw constituent assembly is therefore obviously deprived of all

political  or  theoretical  importance  and  represents  only  a  momentary  tentative

improvisation  of  deteriorated  Polish  nationalism,  like  a  soap  bubble  which  bursts

immediately  after  appearing.  This  demand  is  useful  only  as  an  illustration  of  the

application of “the right of a nation to self-determination” in practice. This illustration

is a new proof that by recognizing the “right of nations to self-determination” in the

framework of the present regime, Social Democracy is offering the “nations” either the

cheap blessing to do what they (the “nations”) are in a position to do by virtue of their

strength, or else an empty phrase with no force at all. On the other hand, this position

brings Social Democracy into conflict with its true calling, the protection of the class

interests  of  the  proletariat  and the revolutionary development of  society,  which the

creators  of  scientific  socialism  used  as  the  basis  of  their  view  on  the  nationality

question.

The  preservation  of  that  metaphysical  phrase  in  the  program  of  the  Social

Democratic Party of Russia would be a betrayal of the strictly class position which the

party has tried to observe in all points of its program. The ninth paragraph should be

replaced by a concrete formula, however general, which would provide a solution of the

nationality question in accordance with the interests of the proletariat of the particular

nationalities. That does not in the least mean that the program of the Social Democratic

organization of the respective nationalities should become, eo ipso, the program of the

all-Russian party. A fundamental critical appraisal of each of these programs by the

whole of the workers’ party of the state is necessary, but this appraisal should be made
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from the point  of  view of  the  actual  social  conditions,  from the point  of  view of  a

scientific analysis of the general tendencies of capitalist development, as well as the

interests of the class struggle of the proletariat. This alone can indicate a uniform and

consistent position of the party as a whole and in its constituent parts.

[2] Towarzystwo Demokratyczne  Polskie  (Democratic  Society/Polish),  1832-1862,  was  the
biggest organization of Polish emigrants in France and in England, professing revolutionary
and democratic views. After 1840, it was involved in preparing an insurrection in the three
parts of partitioned Poland.

Pobudka  (Reveille),  also called La Diane,  was a journal of  the Polish National  Socialist
Party published in Paris, 1889-1893.

Liga Narodwa (National League), founded 1893 as a successor of the “Polish League,” was a
secret  political  organization  in  Russian,  German,  and  Austrian  Poland.  It  promoted  class
solidarity and nationalism; it  represented the interests of the propertied classes. In 1896, it
founded the Party  of  National  Democrats  (Endecja),  which  was  considered bourgeois,  with
strong nationalist tendencies.

[3] The above motion read: ”Whereas, the subjugation of one nation by another can serve only
the  interests  of  capitalists  and  despots,  while  for  working  people  in  both  oppressed  and
oppressor nation  it  is  equally  pernicious;  and whereas,  in  particular,  the Russian tsardom,
which owes its internal strength and its external significance to the subjugation and partition of
Poland,  constitutes  a  permanent  threat  to  the  development  of  the  international  workers’
movement,  the  Congress  hereby  resolves:  that  the  independence  of  Poland  represents  an
imperative  political  demand  both  for  the  Polish  proletariat  and  for  the  international  labor
movement as a whole.” [Apparently note by R.L.]

[4]  Only the German branch of  the Polish Socialist  Party thought it  relevant to  include the
London Resolution in its program during its struggles with German Social Democracy. After it
joined  the  German  Party  again,  the  PPS  adopted  the  Erfurt  program  as  its  own  without

reservations.[5] [Apparently note by R.L.]

[Confusingly the note below is noted in the note above. Note by transcriber]

[5] The three partitions (1772, 1793, 1795) had left Poland divided among Russia, Prussia, and
Austria (62 percent, 20 percent, and 18 percent of Polish territory respectively).  The Polish
Socialists in each of the occupied areas cooperated in one or another fashion with the Socialist
parties of the partitioning powers, more closely though with the German Social  Democratic
Party  and the Austrian Social  Democratic  Party  (until  1898 there was  no Russian Socialist
Party).

Proletariat, founded in 1882 by Ludwik Waryński, was called the first Polish Socialist Party. It
signed an agreement with the Russian Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will). After the destruction
of Proletariat in the late 1880s, three small groups continued to function, the so-called “Second
Proletariat,”  (Martin  Kasprzak),  the Union of  Polish  Workers  (Julian  Marchlewski,  Adolf
Warszawski, Bronislaw Wesolowski), and the Association of Workers. Simultaneously with the
Proletariat. the Polish People was organized by Bronislaw Limanowski in Portsmouth in 1881.

In 1892,  the  leaders  of  the  Polish  Socialist  groups  of  Austrian  Galicia  and German Silesia
formed distinct and separate Polish parties in their territories. In November 1892, a congress of
all Polish Socialists in exile created the united Polish Socialist Party (PPS). PPS covered the
Russian territories of Poland and was closely related to the German-Polish Socialist Party and
to the Polish Social Democratic Party in Austrian Galicia. Until the foundation of the Social
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Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland (SDKP) by Rosa Luxemburg, Julian Marchlewski, Adolf
Warszawski,  and  Leo  Jogiches  in  1893,  the  Poles  appeared  as  one  unit  at  international
congresses.

The SDKP saw itself as the direct successor to Proletariat.  Its immediate aim was a liberal
constitution  for  the  entire  Russian  empire  with  territorial  autonomy  for  Poland;  Polish
independence  was  specifically  rejected.  Up  to  the  First  World  War,  the  Polish  Socialist
movement remained sharply divided on the issue of Polish independence. After the fusion of
SDKP and the Lithuanian Social  Democrats  (1899),  the new party  took the name of  Social
Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL).

In 1911, the SDKPiL split into two factions: the Zarzadowcy faction included Rosa Luxemburg,
Leo Jogiches-Tyszka, Marchlewski, and Felix Dzherzhynski, while the Roslamowcy faction had
as  members  Hanecki,  Radek,  the  Brothers  Stein,  and Bronski.  Both  factions  passed out of
existence with the formation of the Polish Communist Party in 1918. This party was shortly
declared illegal; it was almost totally purged by Stalin in 1937. The direct successor of the Polish
Communist Party was the Polish Workers’ Party (Polska Partia Robotnicza), founded in 1942.

The PPS ceased to exist in 1948 when it was united with the PPR. The fusion of these

two gave birth to the present Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR), the ruling party in

the Polish People’s Republic.

[6]  Josef Szujski  (1835-1883),  Polish historian and statesman, spokesman for a conciliatory,
pro-Austrian  policy,  co-author  of  Teka  Stanczyka  –  a  political  pamphlet  opposing  the
independence movement in Poland.

Tadeusz  Kosciuszko  (1746-1817),  Polish  general,  supreme  commander  of  the  so-called
Kosciuszko Insurrection of 1794. Directed against Russia and Prussia – the main beneficiaries
of Poland’s partitions of 1776 and 1793 – the abortive insurrection was followed by the third
partition in 1795, which wiped Poland from the map of Europe until she regained independence
in 1918.

The November Insurrection, 1830-31, in Russia-occupied Poland, was caused by an intensified
Russianizing policy. The pro-Russian Polish nobility and upper military class were opposed by
revolutionary intellectuals and the lower-ranking army officers. When the sejm dethroned the
tsar, an armed conflict erupted which ended in Russia’s ultimately liquidating the sovereignty
of the rump Kingdom of Poland.

The January Insurrection; 1863-64, was directly caused by the draft of Poles into the tsarist
army. Supported by peasants and civilians, the insurrection spread to the Prussia- and Austria-
occupied  territories  of  Poland.  It  ended  in  defeat,  and  the  commander  in  chief,  Romuald
Traugutt, was hanged by the Russians.

[7] Actually, the articles were written by Engels. But Marx submitted them, and it is perfectly
correct for Rosa Luxemburg to cite them as illustrating Marx’s technique of analysis.

[8] Friedrich Engels, Der Schweizer Bürgerkrieg, in Nachlass, II, 448.

[9] In the minds of legal formalists and professors, this development appears in the form of the
“degeneration of the national idea.”

The other stream of nationalist trends appears in the strivings of nations which have already
gained political independence, to assert their superiority and ascendancy over other nations.
These strivings are expressed on the one hand in the glorification of their past historical virtues
or the present features of their national character, the “soul,” or finally as completely undefined
hopes for a future cultural role, for some kind of a mission of destiny given to certain nations,
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strivings which are now christened with the name of nationalism. On the other hand, these
political tendencies bring about the expansion of the territorial boundaries of a given nation,
the  strengthening  of  its  global  position  by  partitioning  various  other  countries  and  by
increasing  its  colonial  possessions—that  is,  the  politics  of  imperialism.  These  movements
embody the further development of the national idea, but they represent a contradiction of the
original  contents  of  that  idea,  and  in  its  fatal  results,  so  degrading  for  civilization,  it  is
impossible not to see the degeneration of that idea and its death. It is obvious that the century
of nationalities has finished. We must await a new age, colored by new trends. – W.M. Ustinow,
Idyeyu Natsyonalnovo Gosudarstva (Kharkov: 1906). [Apparently note by R.L.]

Next Chapter: The Nation-State and the Proletariat

Rosa Luxemburg Archive

Last updated on: 11.12.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

The National Question

The question of nationality cannot be solved merely by presuming that socialists must

approach it from the point of view of the class interests of the proletariat. The influence

of theoretical socialism has been felt indirectly by the workers’ movement as a whole, to

such an extent that at present there is not a socialist or workers’ party which does not

use at least the Marxist terminology, if not the entire Marxist way of thinking. A famous

example of this is the present Social Revolutionary Party of Russia, in whose theory –

as far as one can speak of such – there are at least as many elements borrowed from the

Marxist School as there are elements inherited from the Narodniki  and the People’s

Will. In like manner, all socialist groups of the petit bourgeois and nationalistic type in

Russia have their own fancies which are solely “in the interest of the proletariat and

socialism.” The Polish Social Democracy, now in decline, had especially distinguished

itself in comparison with the naive, patriarchal – let us say – national socialism of Mr.

Limanowski, particularly in that the ”good-hearted” Mr. Limanowski never even used

the name of Karl Marx, while social patriotism, from the beginning, sought to legitimize

its program with Marxist terminology as a “class interest of the proletariat.”

But it is obvious that the class character of any particular demand is not established

by merely incorporating it mechanically into the program of a socialist party. What this

or any other party considers a ”class interest” of the proletariat can only be an imputed

interest, concocted by subjective reasoning. It is very easy, for instance, to state that the

workers’ class interest demands the establishment of a minimum-wage law. Such a law

would protect  the  workers  against  the  pressures  of  competition,  which might  come

from a less developed locality. It would assure them of a certain minimum standard of

living, etc. Such demands have been presented repeatedly by socialist circles; however,

the principle has not yet been accepted by the socialist parties in general, for the valid

reason that the universal regulation of wages by means of legislation is but a utopian

dream  under  today’s  anarchistic  conditions  of  private  economy.  This  is  because
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workers’ wages, like the prices of any kind of commodity, are set up in the capitalistic

system under the operation of “free competition” and the spontaneous movement of

capital. Therefore, the legal regulation of wages can be achieved only in exceptional,

clearly defined areas, e.g., in small communities. And since the general establishment of

a minimum-wage law clashes with the current conditions of capitalism, we must admit

that it is not a true proletarian interest, but rather a fabricated or imputed one, in spite

of the fact that it can be supported by a completely logical argument.

Likewise, one can, in a purely abstract way, figure out various “class interests” for the

proletariat,  which,  however,  would  have  to  remain  as  mere  clichés  in  the  socialist

program. This is especially so, as, the more that other social elements attach themselves

to the workers’ movement, the stronger is the tendency to suggest various sincere but

unrealistic demands of these foreign elements as class interests of the proletariat. The

other social elements referred to here include those members of society who have been

deprived of political shelter by the failure of the bourgeois parties; in this category are

the bourgeois and petit bourgeois intelligentsia. If the socialist parties had no objective

criterion by which to establish just what fits the class interests of the proletariat, but

were only directed by what certain people might think would be good or useful for the

workers, then socialist programs would be a motley collection of subjective, and often

completely utopian, desires.

Basing itself on historical foundations – on the foundations of the development of

capitalist  society  –  today’s  Social  Democracy  derives  its  immediate  interests  (the

demands  of  today’s  proletariat)  as  well  as  its  long-range  goals,  not  merely  from

subjective reasoning about what would be “good” or “useful” for the proletariat, but

from examining the objective  development of  society  for  a  verification of  its  actual

interests, as well as for material means for their realization. It is from this standpoint

that the main alternatives for a practical solution to the question of nationality should

be examined – those which are suggested by historical examples as well as those which

correspond to the slogans popular in socialist circles.

We should first consider the idea of a nation-state. In order to evaluate this concept

accurately, it is first necessary to search for historical substance in the idea, to see what

is actually hiding behind the mask.

In his article on the struggles of nationalities and the social-democratic program in

Austria,  published  over  ten  years  ago,  Kautsky  enumerates  three  factors,  which,

according to him, make up the “roots of the modern national idea,” as found in the rise

of the modern state in all of Europe. These factors are: the desire of the bourgeoisie to

assure  for  itself  an internal  or  domestic  market  for  its  own commodity production;

second,  the  desire  for  political  freedom – democracy;  and finally,  expansion of  the
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national literature and culture to the populace.[1]

In  Kautsky’s  theory  one  can  see,  above  all,  his  basic  position,  his  own  view  of

nationality as a historical category. According to his reasoning, the idea of the nation

is  intimately  connected  with  a  definite  era  of  modern  development.  The  market

interests  of  the  bourgeoisie,  democratic  currents,  culture  of  the  people  – these  are

typical aspects of a bourgeois society.

Naturally, we are not speaking here of a nationality as a specific ethnic or cultural

group. Such nationality is, of course, separate and distinct from the bourgeois aspect;

national peculiarities had already existed for centuries. But here we are concerned with

national movements as an element of political life, with the aspirations of establishing a

so-called  nation-state;  then  the  connection  between  those  movements  and  the

bourgeois era is unquestionable. The history of the national unification of Germany is a

typical example of this connection, as the nucleus around which the later German Reich

crystallized was the German Zollverein  and Zollparlament.  Their  sponsor,  Friedrich

List, with his trivial theory of “national economy,” can be more justifiably considered

the real messiah of the national unity of Germany than the idealist Fichte, mentioned

usually  as  the  first  apostle  of  German national  rebirth.  This  “national”  movement,

which captured the imagination of the German “people and princes” during Fichte’s

time, and which the pseudo-revolutionary Burschenschaften loudly ushered in (in spite

of Fichte’s  ardent sympathy for the Great French Revolution),  basically  represented

only a medieval reaction against the seeds of the Revolution, which were brought to

Germany by Napoleon, and against the elements of the modern bourgeois system. The

sultry, romantic wind of “national rebirth” finally died out after the victorious return of

Germany to feudal subdivision and to pre-March reaction. By contrast, the gospel of

that  vulgar  agent  of  German  industry,  List,  in  the  thirties  and  forties  based  the

“national rebirth” on the elements of bourgeois development, on industry and trade, on

the theory of the “domestic market.” The material basis for this patriotic movement,

which in the thirties and forties of the nineteenth century aroused such strong political,

educational, philosophical, and literary currents in Germany, was above all, the need to

unify all the German territories (which were divided into several dozen feudal statelets

and  were  criss-crossed  by  customs  and  tax  barriers)  into  one  great,  integrated,

capitalistic  ”fatherland,”  establishing  a  broad  foundation  for  mechanized

manufacturing and big industry.

The history of the industrial and commercial unification of Germany is so completely

intertwined with  the  fate  of  Germany’s  political  unification,  that  the  history  of  the

Customs  Union  [Zollverein],  which  reflected  all  the  political  developments  and

happenings in Germany, passes over, with perfect continuity, into the history of the
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birth of the present German Reich. In 1834, the Customs Union was born, grouping

seventeen minor states around Prussia; and gradually, one after another, the remaining

states also joined this Union. However, Austria remained altogether separate from the

Union, and the Schleswig-Holstein War finally decided the matter in favor of Prussia.

In 1867, the last renewal of the Customs Union became superfluous in the presence of

the new national union; and the North German Union, after the Franco-Prussian War,

transferred its customs rights and duties by inheritance to the newly formed Reich. In

the place of the Zollbundesrat and the Zollparlament  there were now the Bundesrat

and  Reichstag.  In  this  example  from  modern  history,  Germany  excellently

demonstrates the true economic foundation of modern nation-states.

Although the bourgeois appetite for markets for “its own” commodities is so elastic

and extensive that it always has the natural tendency to include the entire globe, the

very essence of the modern bourgeois “national idea” is based on the premise that in

the eyes of the bourgeoisie of every country, its own nation – their “fatherland” – is

called and destined by nature to serve it  [the bourgeoisie] as a field for  the sale of

products. It is as if this were an exclusive patrimony determined by the god Mercury. At

least this is how the national question appears where the development of capitalism

takes  place  “normally,”  without  abrupt  fluctuations,  i.e.,  where  production  for  the

domestic  market  exceeds  production  for  export.  This  is  exactly  what  happened  in

Germany and in Italy.

However,  it  would  be  wrong  to  take  Kautsky’s  formulation  literally;  we  cannot

assume that the material foundation of modern national movements is only the vaguely

understood  appetite  of  the  industrial  bourgeoisie  for  a  “native”  market  for  its

commodities. Moreover, a capitalistic bourgeoisie needs many other conditions for its

proper  development:  a  strong  military,  as  a  guarantee  of  the  inviolability  of  this

“fatherland,” as well as a tool to clear a path for itself in the world market; furthermore,

it  needs  a  suitable  customs  policy,  suitable  forms  of  administration  in  regard  to

communications,  jurisdiction,  school  systems,  and  financial  policy.  In  a  word,

capitalism demands for its proper development not only markets, but also the whole

apparatus of a modern capitalistic state. The bourgeoisie needs for its normal existence

not  only  strictly  economic  conditions  for  production,  but  also,  in  equal  measure,

political conditions for its class rule.

From all this it follows that the specific form of national aspirations, the true class

interest  of  the  bourgeoisie,  is  state  independence.  The  nation-state  is  also

simultaneously that indispensable historical form in which the bourgeoisie passes over

from the national defensive to an offensive position, from protection and concentration

of its  own nationality to political  conquest and domination over other nationalities.

Without exception, all of today’s ”nation-states” fit this description, annexing neighbors
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or colonies, and completely oppressing the conquered nationalities.

This phenomenon becomes understandable only when one takes into consideration

the fact that, according to the bourgeois way of thinking, it is possible to have a national

movement for unification and defense of one’s own nationality, and at the same time, to

oppress another nationality (which is, of course, contrary to the very ideology of the

“nation-state”).  The German bourgeoisie in 1848 presents a striking example of this

phenomenon  in  its  attitude  toward  the  Polish  question.  As  is  known,  during  the

revolution [of 1848], when German national patriotism was most evident, Karl Marx

and his circle advocated Polish independence; however, he proved to be but a prophet

crying  in  the  wilderness.  The  German  “nation-state,”  from  its  first  stages  of

development, did not conform at all with the accepted understanding of a nation-state

in regard to nationalities. The borders of the Reich actually split the German nation,

dividing  it  between  Austria  and  the  new  “national”  state  of  Germany,  and  putting

together  the  Germans  and  the  racially  distinct  peoples  in  territories  annexed  from

Poland, Denmark, and France.

An  even  more  striking  example  is  Hungary,  whose  struggle  for  national

independence was so much admired in its  time.  Even our own Polish revolutionary

leaders – Bem, Wysocki, and Dembicki – had “tilted their lances” to assist them. But

when examined from the viewpoint of nationality, this struggle was nothing more than

an  attempt  to  assure  class  rule  of  the  Magyar  minority  over  a  country  of  nine

nationalities,  with  the  Magyars  oppressing  the  other  nationalities.  The  national

“independence” of the Hungarians was bought by severing the Carpathian Slovaks from

their brothers, the Sudeten Czechs; separating the Germans of Bratislava, Temesvar,

and Transylvania  from the Austrian Germans; and the Croats  and Dalmatian Serbs

from Croatia and the Slovenians.[2]

The  aspirations  of  the  Czechs  are  characterized  by  the  same  dichotomy.  These

aspirations arouse distrust among the Germans because, among other things, they are

directed clearly at separating the German population of Sudetenland from the Germans

of the Alpine countries. The primary objective of the Czechs was to force the Germans,

as minority group under the crown of Wenceslaus (Vaclav), into complete dependence

on the Czechs in matters of culture and administration. As if this were not enough, the

division of the Czech lands created a nationality division for the Czechs themselves by

uniting five and one-third million Czechs with three million Germans and nearly two

hundred  thousand  Poles.  Still  separated  from this  “national”  Czech  state  were  two

million Carpathian Slovaks, a group closely related to the Czechs and left at the mercy

of the Magyars. Therefore, these Slovaks are also loudly advocating their cause, which

has been completely neglected by the Czech nationalists.[3]
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Finally, and we do not have to go far for an example, Polish bourgeois nationalism is

directed  as  much  against  the  Ruthenians  as  against  the  Lithuanians.  The  very

nationality which had to endure the bitter policy of extermination by the partitioning

powers – Prussia and Russia – now refuses the right of independent existence to other

nationalities.  According to the Stanczyk[4]  policy in Galicia,  the Poles oppressed the

Ruthenians, whose struggle for nationality runs like a red thread through the political

history of the development of Galicia in the second half of the last century. The recent

movement for  national  rebirth  of  the  Lithuanians was met  with similar  hostility  in

Polish nationalistic circles.[5]

This  strange  double-edged character  of  bourgeois  patriotism,  which  is  essentially

based  on  the  conflicting  interests  of  various  nationalities  rather  than  on  harmony

becomes  understandable  only  when  one  takes  into  consideration  the  fact  that  the

historical basis of the modern national movements of the bourgeoisie is nothing more

than its aspirations to class rule, and a specific social form in whose aspirations this

expression is  found: the modern capitalistic  state  –  ”national,”  in  the sense of  the

dominance of the bourgeoisie of a certain nationality over the entire mixed population

of the state. A democratic organization, together with general education of the people –

these distinctly ideological elements of the nation mentioned by Kautsky – are merely

details  of  a  modern bourgeois  state,  easily  attainable  by  the bourgeoisie  within the

framework  and  spirit  of  the  state.  Therefore,  independence  and  state  unification

constitute  the  real  axis  around  which  the  national  movements  of  the  bourgeoisie

rotate.[6]

This matter  appears quite different from the point  of  view of the  interests of  the

proletariat.  The  contemporary  proletariat,  as  a  social  class,  is  the  offspring  of  the

capitalist economy and the bourgeois state. The capitalist society and bourgeois state –

taking them not as an abstract idea, but in tangible form as history has created them in

each  country  –  were  already,  from  the  very  beginning,  a  frame  of  activity  for  the

proletariat.  A  bourgeois  state  –  national  or  not  national  –  is  just  that  foundation,

together with capitalistic production as the ruling form of social economy, on which the

working class grows and thrives. In this respect, there is a basic historical difference

between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The bourgeoisie develops and is carried in

the womb of the feudal class system. Aspiring to assure triumph for capitalism as the

form of production, and for itself as the ruling class, the bourgeoisie creates the modern

state  on  the  ruins  of  the  feudal  system.  Within  the  bounds  of  the  development  of

capitalism and the rule of the bourgeoisie, the proletariat is next to make itself heard

politically  – still  as  part  of  the bourgeois  state.  But  the state was  already from the

beginning its natural womb, just as the shell of an egg is for the chicken. Therefore,

historically  speaking,  the  idea  that  the  modern  proletariat  could  do  nothing  as  a
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separate and conscious class without first creating a new nation-state, is the same as

saying that the bourgeoisie in any country should first of all establish a feudal system, if

by some chance it did not come about normally by itself, or had taken on particular

forms, as for instance in Russia. The historical mission of the bourgeoisie is the creation

of a modern “national” state; but the historical task of the proletariat is the abolition of

this state as a political form of capitalism, in which they themselves, as a conscious

class, come into existence to establish the socialist system. The proletariat, as part of

the whole society, can take part in national movements of the bourgeoisie, where the

bourgeois development demands the creation of a “nation-state,” as was the case, for

example, in Germany. But then it follows the lead of the bourgeoisie, and does not act

as an independent class with a separate political program. The national program of the

German socialists  in  the  forties  advanced two ideas,  directly  opposing  the  national

program of the bourgeoisie: unification with borders which would be based strictly on

divisions of nationalities, and a republican form of government.

The interests of the proletariat on the nationality question are just the opposite of

those of the bourgeoisie. The concern about guaranteeing an internal market for the

industrialists of the “fatherland,” and of acquiring new markets by means of conquest,

by colonial or military policies-all these, which are the intentions of the bourgeoisie in

creating a “national” state, cannot be the aims of a conscious proletariat.

The  proletariat,  as  a  legitimate  child  of  capitalistic  development,  takes  this

development into account as a necessary historical background of its own growth and

political  maturation.  Social  Democracy  itself  reflects  only  the  evolutionary  side  of

capitalist development, whereas the ruling bourgeoisie looks after this development on

behalf of reaction. Social Democracy nowhere considers its task to be the active support

of  industry  or  trade;  rather  it  struggles  against  military,  colonial,  and  customs

protection, just as it combats the whole basic apparatus of the existing class state—its

administration, legislature, school systems, etc.[7]

The national policy of the proletariat, therefore, basically clashes with the bourgeois

policy to the extent that in its essence it is only defensive, never offensive; it depends on

the harmony of interests of all nationalities, not on conquest and subjugation of one by

another. The conscious proletariat of every country needs for its proper development

peaceful existence and cultural development of its own nationality, but by no means

does it need the dominance of its nationality over others. Therefore, considering the

matter from this point of view, the “nation”-state, as an apparatus of the domination

and conquest of foreign nationalities, while it is indispensable for the bourgeoisie, has

no meaning for the class interests of the proletariat.

Therefore,  of  these  “three  roots  of  the  modern  national  idea,”  which  Kautsky
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enumerated, for the proletariat as a class only the last two are important: democratic

organization, and education of the populace. Vital for the working class as conditions of

its political and spiritual maturity, are the freedom of using its own native language,

and the unchecked and unwarped development of national culture (learning, literature,

the  arts)  and normal  education of  the  masses,  unimpaired  by  the  pressures  of  the

nationalists  –  so  far  as  these  can  be  “normal”  in  the  bourgeois  system.  It  is

indispensable for  the working class to have the same equal national rights as other

nationalities  in  the  state  enjoy.[8]  Political  discrimination  against  a  particular

nationality is the strongest tool in the hands of the bourgeoisie, which is eager to mask

class conflicts and mystify its own proletariat.

The advocates Polish nationalists1  of  the “very best”  social  condition state at  this

point that, whatever the situation. the surest guarantee of cultural development and of

the rights  of  every  nationality  is  precisely the  independence of  the  state,  their  own

nation-state, and that therefore the nation-state is finally also an indispensable class

interest of the proletariat. We are hardly concerned with determining what is or would

be “the best” for the proletariat. Such observations have no practical value. Moreover,

once the subject of “what would be the best” from the standpoint of the proletariat is

approached in an abstract way,  we would have to conclude that “the best”  cure  for

national pressure, as well as for all types of disorders of a social nature, is undoubtedly

the socialist system. A utopian argument must always lead to a utopian solution, if only

by leaping to the “state of the future,” whereas actually the problem should be solved

within the framework of existing bourgeois reality.

Moreover,  from the  point  of  view of  methods,  the  above  reasoning  contains  still

another historical misunderstanding. The argument that an independent nation-state

is,  after  all  “the  best”  guarantee  of  national  existence  and  development  involves

operating  with  a  conception  of  a  nation-state  as  a  completely  abstract  thing.  The

nation-state  as  seen  only  from  a  national  point  of  view,  only  as  a  pledge  and

embodiment  of  freedom  and  independence,  is  simply  a  remnant  of  the  decaying

ideology of the petite bourgeoisie of Germany, Italy, Hungary – all of Central Europe in

the first half of the nineteenth century. It is a phrase from the treasury of disintegrated

bourgeois  liberalism.  Since  then,  the  development  of  the  bourgeoisie  has  proved

unequivocally that a modern nation-state is more real and tangible than the vague idea

of “freedom” or national “independence”; that it is indeed a definite historical reality,

neither very alluring nor very pure.  The substance and essence of  the modern state

comprise not freedom and independence of the “nation,” but only the class dominance

of the bourgeoisie, protectionist policy, indirect taxation, militarism, war, and conquest.

The bourgeoisie used to use the obvious technique of  trying to cover up this brutal

historical truth with a light ideological gauze, by offering the purely negative happiness
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of “independence and national freedom.” For a time this technique paid off. But today it

is only necessary to recall the circumstances under which this contention was advanced,

to understand that it is simply opposed to what can and should be the class position of

the proletariat.

In this case, as in many others,  anarchism,  the supposed antagonist  of  bourgeois

liberalism, proved to be its worthy child. Anarchism, with characteristic “revolutionary”

seriousness, accepted at face value the phraseology of the liberal ideology and, like the

latter, showed only contempt for the historical and social content of the nation-state,

which it set down as nothing else than an embodiment of “freedom,” of the “will of the

people,” and of similar empty words. Bakunin, for example, wrote in 1849 about the

national movements of Central Europe:

The first sign of life in the Revolution [of 1848] was the cry of hatred toward the old

oppression, a cry of sympathy and love for all oppressed nationalities ... “Away with the

oppressors!”  reverberated as if  from one breast;  “Salvation for the  oppressed Poles,

Italians,  and  all!  No  more  wars  of  conquest;  just  one  more  war  should  be  carried

through to its  end – a glorious revolutionary  struggle with the purpose of  eventual

liberation for all peoples! Down with the artificial boundaries which have been forcibly

erected by despotic congresses according to so-called historical, geographical, strategic

necessities! There should no longer be any other barriers between the nations but those

corresponding to nature, to justice, and those drawn in a democratic sense which the

sovereign  will  of  the  people  themselves  traces  on  the  basis  of  their  national

characteristics!” Such was the cry which rang out among all the peoples.[9]

To these dithyrambics on the subject of national independence and “the will of the

people” Marx answered:

Here there is no mention of reality, or insofar as it is considered at all, it is represented

as  something falsely,  artificially  established by  “despots”  and “diplomats.”  Against  this

wicked reality is pitted the alleged will of the people with its categorical imperative of an

absolute demand for “freedom,” “justice,” and “humanity.” ... They can demand “freedom”

of this or that a thousand times; if the thing is impossible, it will not take place, and in

spite of everything it will remain an “empty dream.” ... Just a word about the “universal

brotherhood of  peoples” and the establishment of  boundaries which are traced by “the

sovereign will of the people themselves on the basis of their national characteristics.” The

United States and Mexico are two republics;  in both of them the people are sovereign.

Then how did it happen that between these republics, which, according to the moralistic

theory  should  be  “brotherly”  and  “federated,”  a  war  broke  out  over  Texas:  that  the

“sovereign will” of the American people, supported by the bravery of American volunteers,

moved the American borders (established by nature itself) a few hundred miles further

south,  claiming  this  action  to  be  from  “geographic,  commercial,  and  strategic

necessities”?[10]
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Marx’s  answer  to  this  ironic  question  is  clear.  “Nation-states,”  even in  the  form of

republics,  are not products or  expressions of  the “will  of  the people,”  as the  liberal

phraseology goes and the anarchist repeats. “Nation-states” are today the very same

tools and forms of class rule of the bourgeoisie as the earlier, non-national states, and

like  them  they  are  bent  on  conquest.  The  nation-states  have  the  same  tendencies

toward conquest, war, and oppression – in other words, the tendencies to become “not-

national.” Therefore, among the “national” states there develop constant scuffles and

conflicts  of  interests,  and  even  if  today,  by  some  miracle,  all  states  should  be

transformed to  “national,”  then  the  next  day  they  would  already  present  the  same

common picture  of  war,  conquest,  and  oppression.  The  example  given  by  Marx  is

typical in this regard. Why and over what did the war between the United States and

Mexico arise?[11]  California was indispensable for the capitalistic development of the

United States, first, as a gold treasury in the literal sense, second, as a gateway to the

Pacific Ocean. Only by the acquisition of this land could the capitalism of the United

States extend from ocean to ocean, entrenching itself and opening for itself an outlet to

the West as well as to the East. For the backward Mexicans, California was just a simple

territorial possession. The interests of the bourgeoisie were decisive. The “nation-state,”

worshiped and idealized by  the anarchists  as  the  “will  of  the  people,”  served as  an

efficient tool of conquest in the interests of capitalism.

But even more striking examples of this kind are produced by the history of modern

South  America.  We  have  already  mentioned  the  double-edged  character  of  the

“national”  liberation  of  the  Spanish  and  Portuguese  colonies  at  the  dawn  of  the

nineteenth century. Here their further political history, already as independent “nation-

states,”  interests  us  as  a  colorful  illustration  of  anarchistic  phrases  of  “national

freedom” and the “will of the people.”

Brazil gained her freedom from Portugal after a hard struggle in 1825. In that same

year a war broke out between Brazil and Argentina (which had just been liberated from

under the scepter of Spain) over the province of  Banda Oriental.  Both of these new

“nation”-states wanted to scoop up this province, which finally won independence itself

as the Republic of Uruguay, but thanks only to the armed intervention of European

states  which  had  colonial  interests  in  South  America.  France  and  other  European

countries issued an ultimatum to Argentina, which obstinately refused to recognize the

independence of Uruguay and Paraguay. As a consequence, in 1845 another war broke

out with the participation of Paraguay, Uruguay, and Brazil. In 1850, again a war was

unleashed between Brazil and Argentina, in which Brazil, with the help of Paraguay and

Uruguay, first defeated Argentina and then actually conquered Uruguay. In 1864, she

formally forced this “independent” Uruguay to submission by armed action. Paraguay

rose up against this action and declared war on Brazil, which was joined by Argentina
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and Uruguay. This war, lasting from 1865 to 1870, finally assured Brazil, where there

ruled  not  so  much  ”the  will  of  the  people”  as  the  will  and  interests  of  the  coffee

plantation owners, the position of a dominant Great Power in South America. History

does not touch upon the rule of the whites in Brazil (who make up less than one-third of

the  population)  over  the  Negroes  and  the  mixed  population,  Only  after  internal

struggles was the emancipation of the slaves announced in 1871, but with compensation

to be paid to their owners from state funds. Parliament, however, being the instrument

of the plantation owners, did not vote these funds and slavery was still practiced. In

1886  the  freeing  of  slaves  over  seventy  years  of  age  was  declared;  the  rest  were

supposed to wait another seventeen years for freedom. But in 1888 the dynastic party,

struggling to hold the throne, forced through parliament the general abolition of slavery

without compensation, and this was decisive for the future of the republican movement.

The  plantation  owners  stood  behind  the  republican  banner  en  masse,  and  in  the

military coup of 1889, Brazil was declared a republic.[12]

This is how idyllic the internal conditions and events in South America look since the

time  of  the  rising  of  the  ”nation-states”  and  the  establishment  of  the  “will  of  the

people.”  A  beautiful  complement  to  this  picture  is  offered  by  the  United  States  of

Australia. Hardly had these states emerged from the position of English colonies and

gained their freedom – the republican form of government or the federal system, the

very ideal of Bakuninist phraseology – when they began an offensive policy in regard to

New Hebrides, next door to New Guinea, and in skillful imitation of the United States

of  America,  declared  their  own  particular  national  doctrine:  that  “Australia  should

belong to the Australians.” At the same time, the growing navy of the Australian Union

is an emphatic commentary on this doctrine.

If,  on the one hand, political  independence, i.e.,  the nation-state,  is  necessary for

capitalism and the class interest of the bourgeoisie just because a nation-state is a tool

of  domination  (or  control)  and  conquest,  on  the  other  hand,  the  working  class  is

interested in the cultural and democratic content of nationalism, which is to say that

the workers are interested in such political  systems as assure a free development of

culture and democracy in national life by means of defense, not conquest, and in the

spirit of solidarity and cooperation of various nationalities which belong historically in

the  same  bourgeois  state.  Equality  before  the  law  for  nationalities  and  political

organizations,  and  the  assurance  of  national  cultural  development  –  such  are  the

general forms of the program of the proletariat, a natural program resulting from its

class position, in contrast to the nationalism of the bourgeoisie.

II
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The classical  confirmation and proof of  these general  principles is the most famous

nationality problem within the framework of the Russian state – the Polish question.

In Poland, the national movement, right from the beginning, took on a completely

different  character from that  of  Western Europe.  Those who search for  a  historical

analogy for the Polish national idea in the history of today’s Germany and Italy, betray

their own misunderstanding of the true historical substance of the national movements

in Germany and Italy as well as in Poland. With us Poles the national idea was a class

idea of  the  nobility,  never  of  the  bourgeoisie.  The  material  base  of  Polish  national

aspirations  was  determined not  as  in  Central  Europe in  the nineteenth century,  by

modern capitalist development, but, on the contrary, by the nobility’s idea of its social

standing, rooted in the natural-feudal economy.

The national  movements of  Poland vanished together with these  feudal relations;

whereas the bourgeoisie, as the historical spokesman of capitalistic development, was

with us, from the very beginning, a clearly anti-national factor. This was due not only to

the specific  origin of the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie, alien and heterogeneous, a

product of colonization, an alien body transplanted into the Polish soil. Also decisive

was the fact that Polish industry from its beginning, already in the 1820s and 1830s,

was an export industry, even before it managed to control or even to create a domestic

market  within  Poland.  We  will  not  quote  here  all  the  statistics  of  the  industrial

development  of  our  country,  but  rather  refer  the  reader  to  our  treatise,  Die

Industrielle Entwicklung Polens  [The Industrial Development of  Poland]

(published  also  in  Russian),  as  well  as  to  the  work  Kwestja  polska  a  ruch

socjalistyczny  [The Polish Question and the Socialist  Movement],  Cracow

1905. Here we shall recall only the most important outlines of this development.

Export  to  Russia,  especially  of  the  basic  branches  of  capitalist  industry,  i.e.,  the

production of textiles, became the basis for the existence and development of Polish

capitalism  from  its  beginnings,  and  furthermore,  also  the  basis  of  the  Polish

bourgeoisie. As a consequence, our bourgeoisie from the first showed political leanings,

not toward the west, to the national unification of Galicia with the Crown, but toward

the east: toward Russia. These leanings, after the withdrawal of the customs barrier

between the Empire and the Polish Kingdom, increased with the development of big

industry.  However,  the  real  rule  of  the  bourgeois  class  in  society  began  after  the

abortive January Insurrection [1863]. The new rule was inaugurated by the “program of

organic work”[13] which meant a renunciation of national independence. Moreover, the

class rule of the bourgeoisie in Poland not only did not demand the creation of a united

nation-state, as in Germany and Italy, but, on the contrary, it arose on the foundations

of  the  conquest  and  division  of  Poland.  The  idea  of  unification  and  national
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independence  did  not  draw  its  vital  juices  from  capitalism;  on  the  contrary,  as

capitalism  developed,  this  idea  became  historically  outlived.  And  that  very

circumstance, that particular historical relationship of the capitalistic bourgeoisie to the

national idea in our country, became decisive also for the fate of that idea and defined

its social character. In Germany, in Italy, as one half-century before in South America,

the “national rebirth” carried with it all the traits of a revolutionary, progressive spirit.

Capitalistic  development  embraced  this  national  idea,  and  historically  speaking,

elevated it  with the political  ideals  of  the revolutionary bourgeoisie: democracy and

liberalism. Exactly in this historical sense, the national idea was only a detail of the

general class program of the bourgeoisie – of the modern bourgeois state. In Poland

there arose an opposition between the national idea and the bourgeois development,

which  gave  the  former  not  only  a  utopian  but  also  a  reactionary  character.  This

opposition is reflected in the three phases of the history of the idea of Polish national

independence.

The first is the failure of the armed struggle of the Polish nobility. Not even the most

ardent advocates of the theory of “violence and force” in the philosophy of history will

explain  the  defeat  of  Polish  insurrectionist  movements  as  mere  superiority  of  the

Russian bayonets.  Whoever knows anything about the modern economic and social

history of Poland knows that the defeat of the military insurectionists was prepared by

the  same  capitalistic  market  interest  which  elsewhere,  in  the  words  of  Kautsky,

comprised one of the main elements of the modern national idea. The endeavors of the

bourgeoisie to secure for themselves conditions of large-scale capitalistic  production

did not involve the demand for a nation-state; on the contrary, the bourgeoisie sought

to exploit the annexation, and to paralyze the national movement of the nobility. Thus

[in Poland], the idea of a nation-state, an idea essentially bourgeois, was sabotaged by

the bourgeoisie, and met defeat in the January [1863] uprising.

The  second  phase  was  the  inheritance  of  the  Polish  national  idea  by  the  petite

bourgeoisie. In this incarnation, the national idea changed from an armed struggle to a

policy of neutrality, and at the same time, began to show its weakness. After vegetating

for  twenty  years  away  from  society  –  in  the  eighties  and  nineties  petit  bourgeois

nationalism lingered in emigration in the form of a half-dozen “all-Polish patriots” –

finally, with the opening of the present revolutionary era, it has emerged as an active

party on the political scene.

The National Democracy proclaimed its entrance into a politically active phase with a

public renunciation of the program of national independence as an unrealizable utopia,

and with writing into its program instead the double slogan of autonomy of the country

and counter-revolution. Now, after throwing off the ballast of the traditional national

program, “National Democracy” quickly becomes the true political force in the society.
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Having failed in its  second petit  bourgeois form, the program of the nation-state is

replaced by a program which is  practical  and realizable on the basis of  a bourgeois

Poland – a program of autonomy.

Finally,  the  third  and  last  phase  in  the  history  of  the  Polish  national  idea  is  its

attempt to join the class movement of the proletariat. The twenty-year, social-patriotic

experiment of the PPS was the only case in the history of the international workers’

movement where the slogan of the nation-state was made part of a socialist program.

And this singular experiment ended after twenty years in exactly the same kind of crisis

and in the same manner as the petit bourgeois experiment. At the time of the outbreak

of the Workers’ Revolution [1905] in Russia, the PPS, so as to secure for itself a part in

active  politics  and  in  the  life  of  the  society,  publicly  renounced  the  program  of

rebuilding Poland. The National Democracy renounced this program so as to take an

active part in the middle-class counter-revolution; the PPS did so to exert pressure for

the proletarian revolution.

The crisis, decline, and fall of the PPS, brought on by this renunciation, constituted

the third and last bankruptcy of the idea of the Polish nation-state – this time wearing

the mantle of the proletariat. The current revolution, that mightiest social upheaval of

modern  times,  which  is  calling  all  embryos  of  life  to  growth  and  maturity,  and

simultaneously tearing up the entire foundation of society with a giant plow, rejected

the last trace of the idea of the Polish nation-state, as if it were an empty shell from

which historical development had removed all content, and which could only roll about

among the rubble of social traditions during the troubles of a period of reaction.

The historical  career of  Polish nationalism, however, has not yet come to an end.

Indeed, it has ended its life as the idea of the nation-state, but it has simultaneously

transformed itself from a utopian specter to a realistic factor of social life. The Polish

bourgeois-capitalistic development fettered Poland to Russia and condemned the idea

of  national  independence  to  utopianism  and  to  defeat.  But  the  other  side  of  this

bourgeois  process  is  the  revolutionary  development  of  Polish  society.  All  the

manifestations and factors of social progress in Poland, above all its principal factor,

the  Polish  position  proletariat  and its  part  in  the  general  revolution  in  the  Tsarist

Empire,  have  grown  out  of  the  foundations  of  this  same  bourgeois-capitalistic

development. The social progress and development of Poland are in this way united

with the capitalistic process by unbreakable historical ties,  which united Poland and

Russia,  and  which  buried  the  Polish  national  idea.  Consequently,  all  separatist

aspirations directed at raising an artificial barrier between Poland and Russia, are by

nature directed against the interests of social progress and revolutionary development;

or  in  other  words,  they  are  manifestations  of  reaction.  But  at  the  same  time,  the

national idea,  after the final  failure of  the program of the nation-state and national
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independence, was reduced to a general and undefined idea of national separation, and,

as such, Polish nationalism became a form of social reaction blessed by tradition. The

national idea became a collective ideological shield for the reactionary aspirations of the

whole  camp  of  bourgeois  classes,  nobility,  middle  class,  and  petite  bourgeoisie.

Historical  dialectics also proved to be far more imaginative, supple, and inclined to

variety  than  the  minds  of  the  politicians,  caught  in  the  grip  of  stereotypes,  and

speculating  in  the  abstract  wilderness  of  the  “rights  of  nations.”  So  many  Russian,

German,  and  other  revolutionaries  were,  and  still  are,  inclined  to  regard  “national

tradition” as a historic vessel, destined by nature for all times, to absorb and carry all

sorts of revolutionary currents, as a sea conch, which, according to legend, when carried

ashore and lifeless, will always repeat the distant roar of the sea waves when placed

close  to  the  ear.  This  “national  tradition,”  in  these  concrete  historical  and  social

conditions which created today’s  Poland, becomes just the opposite:  a vessel  for all

types of reaction, a natural shield for counter-revolution. Under the slogan of “national

tradition” there took place the elections of the National Democracy to the first Duma,

protected by the Cossacks from the criticisms and protests of the Polish proletariat. In

the name of the “national idea” the National Democrats used bullets to chase away the

Social  Democratic  workers  from the  pre-election  meetings,  and  even  killed  several

dozen workers in Warsaw, Lodz, and Pabianice.[14] Under the national slogan, workers’

“national unions” were organized by the National Democracy for counteraction against

the  economic  struggle  and  the  revolutionary  action  of  the  proletariat.  Under  the

national slogan, National Democratic railroad workers broke the railroad strike, which

had been started in December 1905 in Poland, forcing the striking workers to return to

work at gun point. Under the national slogan. the National Democracy began a crusade

against the general strike and other forms of strikes, claiming they were ruining the

“country’s  industry  and the national  wealth.”  Under  the national  slogan,  the  Polish

Circle in the Duma renounced participation in the Vyborg Manifesto deliberations, and

in the declaration of the Vyborg Manifesto itself, after the dispersion of the Duma.

Under  the  national  slogan,  the  National  Democracy  organized  so-called  “Polish

Falcons,”[15]  or,  rather,  armed  fighting  squads  destined  for  murdering  socialists,

making  strikes  impossible,  and  so  on.  Mr.  Dmowski,  the  leader  of  the  National

Democracy, declared in its  official  organ that “socialists  are outsiders”  and are thus

“foreign  enemies,”  thereby  justifying  in  advance  the  “national”  murders  of  the

socialists. And finally, in the name of the national idea, the future of the nation, and

national  defense,  the  Polish bourgeoisie,  with  the National  Democracy  at  the  head,

publicly stood behind the banner of “neo-pan-Slavism,” in the ranks of the hirelings of

absolutism and the Russian “national idea,” “with no reservations.” The last vestige of

the political “national” program – Poland’s autonomy – was thus given up on the altar

of counter-revolution. Mistreated by history, the Polish national idea moved through all
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stages  of  decline  and  fall.  Having  started  its  political  career  as  a  romantic,  noble

insurgent, glorified by international revolution, it now ends as a national hooligan – a

volunteer of the Black Hundreds of Russian absolutism and imperialism.

Notes

[1] Die Neue Zeit, 1897-1898, Vol. I, p.517.

[2]  The numerical  relationship of nationalities in Hungary at  that time was more or less as
follows:

Hungarians 5,000,000

Rumanians 2,300,000

Germans 1,500,000

Croats    900,000

Serbs    830,000

Ruthenians    443,000

[3]At a press convention of Slavic journalists in June 1898, the Slovak delegate, Karol Salva,
from Liptov, called to the Czechs: “If harmony is to exist between us, then not only do we have
to bestir ourselves, but you also! I know the reason for your lack of interest in us, up to this
time. The region of the Slovaks has been up to now (with a few glorious exceptions) regarded as
a foreign country by the Czech people!” Original note by R-L.

[4] Stanczyk was a nickname for conservatives in Galicia.

[5]  For  example,  prompted  by  such  an  innocent  undertaking  as  the  establishment  of  an
association  for  the  restoration  of  the  right  to  use  the  Lithuanian  language  in  the  Catholic
Church in Lithuania, the Vilna Lithuanian Courier wrote in the summer of 1906:

How many  times  already  have  the  groundless  accusations  against  the  Poles  of  forced

Polonization  of  Lithuanian  lands  been  refuted!  How  many  times  were  claims  of

Lithuanians  against  Poles  proven  to  have  no  sound  basis  –  claims  that  historical

developments  happened to  take  one  course  and  not  another!  The  Poles  are  not  to  be

accused  of  Polonization  tendencies,  but,  on  the  contrary,  the  Lithuanians  should  be

accused  of  attempts  at  Lithuanization.  If  the  perspectives,  reached  by  way  of  mutual

concessions and peaceful conventions, of living side by side peacefully do not please the

Lithuanians,  if  they  insist  on  taking  advantage  of  every  means  of  harassing  and

annihilating the Poles, then let them remember that they were the first to cast down the

gauntlet before the Poles and that on them will fall the responsibility for this.

This reference to the ”historical development,” which insured the superiority of one nationality
over another (accusing of chauvinism those who are fighting for the existence of  their own
nationality), along with the obscure threats against the other, call to mind the Prussian HKT
which  defended  the  threatened  Germans  against  the  “attempts  of  Polonization,”  of  Count
Stanislaw  Tarnowski,  who  derided  the  Ruthenes  as  being  concerned  primarily  with  the
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malicious “harassment” of Poles. Original note by R.L.

The  HKT,  or  Hakata,  were  German  chauvinists,  organized  in  1894  for  the  purpose  of
eradicating the Polish elements in Poznan province. The leaders of the group were Hahnemann,
Kennemann, and Tiedemann. – Ed.

[6] The majority of the bourgeois legal theorists, therefore, recognize the independent existence
of a state as an indispensable attribute of the “national idea.” Messrs. Bluntschli and Co., the
ideologists  of  their  own  class,  achieve  nothing  else  by  using  abstract  definitions  and  sub-
divisions, than what has been already achieved by the power-hungry bourgeoisie in the course
of history. Original note by R.L.

[7] “It is correct,” says Kautsky, “that Social Democracy is the party of social development; its
aim is the development of society beyond the capitalist stage. Evolution, as is known, does not
exclude revolution, which is but an episode of evolution. The ultimate goal of Social Democracy
is the destruction of the proletariat in such a way that the proletariat will take over and control
social production, as a result of which the workers will cease being proletarians and constituting
a  separate  class  of  society.  This  outcome  depends  on  certain  economic  and  political
preconditions.  It  presupposes  a  certain  level  of  capitalist  development.  Therefore,  the
proletariat  has  for  its  task the  support  of  economic  development;  but  its  task  is  hardly  to
actively support the expansion of capitalism – in other words, it is not to support the growth of
capitalist profits.  This latter  is the historic task of  the capitalist class,  to which it  is  loyally
attending. We have no need to help them in this and we can help them the less, the more we
fight against capitalist methods of development ... We do not need to take a position in favor of
replacement of workers by machines, nor of the expropriation of handworkers by factories, etc.
Our task in economic development is organization and support of the proletariat in its class
struggle.” – Die Neue Zeit, 1898-1899, Vol.I, pp.292-93.

And this  same argument,  Kautsky  adds,  applies  in  an  even great  er  degree  to  the  field  of
political relations. Original note by R.L.

[8] The working class in Poland was composed of various nationalities intermingled with each
other, whereas the ruling class was quite solidly Polish (or German). The author is advocating
for  the  working  class  –  presumably  for  each  of  its  nationalities  –  the  same  rights  as
nationalities that were enjoyed by the “other” nationalities, of the ruling class, that is.

[9] Mikhail Bakunin, Aufruf an die Slawen, Köthen, 1848, in Zwei Schriften aus den 40er
Jahren des XIX. Jahrhunderts, Internationale Bibliothek für Philosophie, Bd.II, nos.11-12
(Prague: 1936), p.27.

[10]  It  was Engels, not Marx, who penned this answer, in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung,
February 15, 1849, no.222. See Marx-Engels, Werke, VI, 271.

[11] In the original the author has put “Texas” for “Mexico,” which is obviously a slip.

[12] The extent of the influence of the “coffee” interests on the “national will” in this “national”
republic, even after the formal abolition of slavery (which is, moreover, still practiced to this
very day), is proved by this next incident. When the coffee plantations caused a great crisis last
year  [1907]  by  releasing  unlimited  amounts  of  coffee  on  the  international  coffee  market,
thereby causing a drastic fall in prices, the Brazilian plantation owners forced the government
to purchase the entire surplus of coffee with state funds. Naturally, a violent shake-up of the
finances and entire material existence of the whole population has resulted from this original
experiment.

[13]  “Return  to  organic  work”  –  a  slogan  coined  in  the  1860s  (after  the  abortive  1863-64
January Insurrection) by the so-called positivists in the Kingdom of Poland, and the Galicia
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conservatives.  Rejecting  romanticism and  its  lofty  notions  of  insurgency and conspiracy,  it
called for a scientific approach in education, industry, trade, and agriculture as the only means
for Poland’s survival.

[14] Pabianice – an industrial city about 10 miles south-west of Lodz.

[15] The Falcons (Sokol) were a youth association in Galicia, founded in 1867 under the political
guidance of the National Democracy.

Next Chapter: Federation, Centralization, and Particularism
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Rosa Luxemburg

The National Question

We must turn next to another proposed form of the solution of the nationality question,

i.e., federation. Federalism has long been the favorite idea of revolutionaries of anarchic

hue.  During  the  1848  revolution  Bakunin  wrote  in  his  manifesto:  ”The  revolution

proclaimed by its own power the dissolution of despotic states, the dissolution of the

Prussian  state  ...  Austria  ...  Turkey  ...  the  dissolution  of  the  last  stronghold  of  the

despots, the Russian state ... and as a final goal – a universal federation of European

Republics.”  From  then  on,  federation  has  remained  an  ideal  settlement  of  any

nationality difficulties in the programs of socialist parties of a more or less utopian,

petit bourgeois character; that is, parties which do not, like Social Democracy, take a

historical approach but which traffic in subjective ”ideals.” Such, for example, is the

party of Social Revolutionaries in Russia. Such was the PPS in its transitional phase,

when it had ceased to demand the creation of a national state and was on the way to

abandoning any philosophical approach. Such, finally, are a number of socialist groups

in the Russian Empire, with which we will become acquainted more closely at the end

of the present chapter.

If  we  ask  why  the  slogan  of  federation  enjoys  such  wide  popularity  among  all

revolutionaries of anarchistic coloring, the answer is not difficult to find: “Federation”

combines  ‑  at  least  in  the  revolutionary  imagination  of  these  socialists  –

“independence”  and  ”equality”  of  nations  with  “fraternity.”  Consequently,  there  is

already a certain concession from the standpoint of the law of nations and the nation-

state in favor of hard reality, it is a sui generis, ideological, taking into account the

circumstance, which cannot be overlooked that nations cannot live in the vacuum of

their  “rights”  as  separate  and perfectly  self-sufficient  ”nation-states,”  but  that  there

exist  between them some links.  Historically  developed connections  between various

nationalities,  the  material  development  which  welded  whole  areas,  irrespective  of

national differences, the centralization of bourgeois development – all this is reflected

in the heads of  those revolutionary improvisers; in place of ”brute force” they place
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“voluntarism” in relations between nations. And since republicanism is self-evident in

this  because  the  very  same  “will  of  the  people”  which  restores  independence  and

equality to all nations obviously has so much good taste as to throw simultaneously

with contempt to the dump of history all remnants of monarchism, consequently the

existing  bourgeois  world  is  transformed  at  one  stroke  into  a  voluntary  union  of

independent  republics,  i.e.,  federation.  Here  we  have  a  sample  of  the  same

“revolutionary” historical caricature of reality by means of which the appetite of Tsarist

Russia for the southern Slays was transformed, in Bakunin’s phraseology, into the pan-

Slavic  ideal  of  anarchism,  “a  federation  of  Slavic  Peoples.”  On  a  smaller  scale,  an

application of this method of “revolutionary” alterations of reality was the program of

the PPS adopted at its Eighth Congress in 1906: a republican federation of Poland with

Russia. As long as the social-patriotic standpoint – in the pre-revolutionary period –

was maintained in all its purity and consistency, the PPS recognized only the program

of nation-states, and rejected with contempt and hatred the idea of federation offered,

for instance, by the Russian Social Revolutionaries. When the outbreak of revolution all

at once demolished its presuppositions, and the PPS saw itself forced to follow the road

of  concessions  in  favor  of  reality  which  could  no  longer  be  denied,  in  view  of  the

obvious fact that Poland and Russia form one social entity, a manifestation of which

was precisely the common revolution, the program of federation of Poland with Russia,

previously held in contempt, became the form of that concession. At the same time, the

PPS, as is usual with ”revolutionaries” of this type, did not notice the following fact:

when Social Democracy took for the historical basis of its program and tactics the joint

capitalistic development of Poland and Russia, it merely stated an objective, historical

fact,  not  depending  on  the  will  of  the  socialists.  From  this  fact,  the  revolutionary

conclusion should have been drawn in the form of a united class struggle of the Polish

and Russian proletariat. The PPS, however, putting forward the program of federation

of  Poland  with  Russia,  went  much  further:  in  place  of  the  passive  recognition  of

historical fate, it itself actively proposed a union of Poland with Russia and assumed

responsibility  for  the  union,  and  in  lieu  of  the  objective  historical  development,  it

placed the subjective consent of socialists in ”revolutionary” form.

But federalism as a form of political organization has, like the “nation-state” itself, its

definite  historical  content,  quite  different  from,  and  independent  of,  the  subjective

ideology attached to that form. Therefore, the idea of federation can be evaluated from

the class standpoint of the proletariat only when we examine the fate and role of that

idea in modern socialist development.

II
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An outstanding tendency of capitalistic development in all countries is indisputably an

internal, economic, and capitalist centralization, i.e., an endeavor to concentrate and

weld into one entity the state territory from the economic, legislative, administrative,

judicial, military, etc. viewpoints. In the Middle Ages, when feudalism prevailed, the

link between the parts and regions of one and the same state was extremely loose. Thus,

each major city with its environs, itself produced the majority of objects of daily use to

satisfy its needs; it also had its own legislation, its own government, its army; the bigger

and wealthier cities in the West often waged wars on their own and concluded treaties

with foreign powers. In the same way, bigger communities lived their own closed and

isolated life, and each area of land of a feudal lord or even each area of knightly estates

constituted in itself a small, almost independent state. The conditions of the time were

characterized by a diminution and loosening of all state norms. Each town, each village,

each region had different laws, different taxes: one and the same state was filled with

legal  and  customs  barriers  separating  one  fragment  of  a  state  from  another.  This

decentralization was a specific feature of the natural economy and the nascent artisan

production of the time.

Within the framework of the pulverization of public life, connected with the natural

economy, and of the weak cohesion between the parts of the state organism, territories

and whole countries  passed incessantly  from hand to hand in Central  and Western

Europe throughout the Middle Ages. We note also the patching together of states by

way of purchase, exchange, pawnings, inheritance, and marriage; the classical example

is the Hapsburg monarchy.

The revolution in production and trade relations at the close of the Middle Ages, the

increase of goods production and moneyed economy, together with the development of

international trade and the simultaneous revolution in the military system, the decline

of knighthood and the rise of standing armies, all these were factors that, in political

relations, brought about the increase of monarchical power and the rise of absolutism.

The main tendency of absolutism was the creation of a centralized state apparatus. The

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are a period of incessant struggle of the centralist

tendency  of  absolutism against  the  remnants  of  feudalist  particularism.  Absolutism

developed in two directions: absorbing the functions and attributes of the diets and

provincial assemblies as well as of the self-governing munici palities, and standardizing

administration in the whole area of the state by creating new central authorities in the

administration and the judiciary, as well as a civil, penal, and commercial code. In the

seventeenth century,  centralism triumphed fully  in  Europe in  the form of  so-called

“enlightened despotism,” which soon passed into unenlightened,  police-bureaucratic

despotism.

As a result of the historical circumstance that absolutism was the first and principal
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promoter  of  modern  state  centralism,  a  superficial  tendency  developed  to  identify

centralism in general with absolutism, i.e., with reaction. In reality, absolutism, insofar

as, at the close of the Middle Ages, it combated feudal dispersion and particularism,

was  undoubtedly  a  manifestation  of  historical  progress.  This  was  perfectly  well

understood by Staszic, who pointed out that the [Polish] gentry commonwealth could

not survive “in the midst of autocracies.” On the other hand, absolutism itself played

only the role  of  a  “stirrup drink”  [parting  good wishes]  with regard to the modern

bourgeois  society  for  which,  politically  and  socially,  it  paved  the  way  by  toppling

feudalism  and  founding  a  modern,  uniform,  great  state  on  its  ruins.  Indeed,

independent of absolutism, and after its historical demise, bourgeois society continued

to carry through with undiminished force and consistency the centralist tendency. The

present centralism of France as a political area is the work of the Great Revolution. The

very name, “Great Revolution,” exerted, everywhere its influence reached in Europe, a

centralizing  influence.  Such  a  product  of  the  Revolution’s  centralism  was  the

“République  Helvétique,”  in  which,  in  1798,  suddenly  the  previously  loosely

confederated  Swiss  cantons  were  compressed.  The  first  spontaneous  action  of  the

March [1848] revolution in Germany was the destruction by the popular masses of the

so-called customs houses [Mauthäuser], the symbols of medieval particularism.

Capitalism,  with  its  large-scale  machine  production,  whose  vital  principle  is

concentration, swept away and continues to sweep away completely any survivals of

medieval economic, political, and legal discrimination. Big industry needs markets and

freedom of untrammeled trade in big areas. Industry and trade, geared to big areas,

require uniform administration, uniform arrangement of roads and communications,

uniform legislation and judiciary, as far as possible in the entire international market,

but  above  all  in  the  whole  area  inside  each  respective  state.  The  abolition  of  the

customs, and tax autonomy of the separate municipalities and gentry holdings, as well

as of their autonomy in administering courts and law, were the first achievements of the

modern bourgeoisie. Together with this went the creation of one big state machinery

that  would  combine  all  functions:  the  administration  in  the  hands  of  one  central

government; legislation in the hands of a legislative body – the parliament; the armed

forces in the form of one centralized army subject to a central government; customs

arrangements  in  the  form of  one  tariff  encompassing  the  entire  state  externally;  a

uniform currency in the whole state, etc. In accordance with this, the modern state also

introduced in the area of spiritual life, as far as possible, a uniformity in education and

schools, ecclesiastical conditions, etc., organized on the same principles in the entire

state. In a word, as comprehensive a centralization as possible in all areas of social life

is a prominent trend of capitalism. As capitalism develops, centralization increasingly

pierces all obstacles and leads to a series of uniform institutions, not only within each

major state, but in the entire capitalistic world, by means of international legislation.
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Postal and telegraphic services as well as railway communication have been for decades

the object of international conventions.

This centralist tendency of capitalistic development is one of the main bases of the

future socialist system, because through the highest concentration of production and

exchange, the ground is prepared for a socialized economy conducted on a world-wide

scale according to a uniform plan. On the other hand, only through consolidating and

centralizing  both the  state  power  and the  working class  as  a  militant  force  does  it

eventually  become possible  for  the  proletariat  to  grasp  the state  power  in  order  to

introduce the dictatorship of the proletariat, a socialist revolution.

Consequently, the proper political framework in which the modern class struggle of

the proletariat operates and can conquer is the big capitalistic  state.  Usually,  in the

socialist ranks, especially of the utopian trend, attention is paid only to the economic

aspect  of  capitalistic  development,  and  its  categories  –  industry,  exploitation,  the

proletariat, depressions – are regarded as indispensable prerequisites for socialism. In

the political sphere, usually only democratic state institutions, parliamentarianism, and

various  “freedoms”  are  regarded  as  indispensable  conditions  of  this  movement.

However,  it  is  often overlooked that  the  modern big  state  is  also  an  indispensable

prerequisite for the development of the modern class struggle and a guarantee of the

victory  of  socialism.  The  historical  mission  of  the  proletariat  is  not  ”socialism”

applicable on every inch of ground separately, not dictatorship, but world revolution,

whose point of departure is big-state development.

Therefore,  the  modern  socialist  movement,  legitimate  child  of  capitalist

development, possesses the same eminently centralist characteristic as the bourgeois

society and state.  Consequently,  Social  Democracy is,  in all  countries,  a determined

opponent of particularism as well as of federalism. In Germany, Bavarian or Prussian

particularism, i.e., a tendency to preserve Bavaria’s or Prussia’s political distinctiveness,

their independence from the Reich in one respect or another, is always a screen for

gentry or petit bourgeois reaction. German Social Democracy also combats, with full

energies, the efforts, for instance, of South German particularists to preserve a separate

railroad  policy  in  Bavaria,  Baden,  Württemberg;  it  also  energetically  combats

particularism  in  the  conquered  provinces  of  Alsace-Lorraine,  where  the  petite

bourgeoisie  tries  to  separate  itself,  by  its  French  nationalism,  from  political  and

spiritual community with the entire German Reich. Social Democracy in Germany is

also  a  decided  opponent  of  those  survivals  of  the  federal  relationship  among  the

German states inside the Reich which have still been preserved. The general trend of

capitalist  development  tends  not  only  toward  the  political  union  of  the  separate

provinces within each state, but also toward the abolition of any state federations and

the  welding  of  loose  state  combinations  into  homogeneous,  uniform  states;  or,
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wherever this is impossible, to their complete break-up.

An expression of this is the modern history of the Swiss Confederacy, as well as of the

American Union; of the German Reich, as well as of Austria-Hungary.

III

The first centralist constitution of the integrated republic of Switzerland, created by the

great revolution, was obliterated without a trace by the time of the Restoration, and

reaction, which triumphed in Switzerland under the protection of the Holy Alliance,

quickly returned to the independence of the cantons, to particularism and only a loose

confederation. Domestically, this implementation of the ideal  “of voluntary union of

independent groups and state units” in the spirit of anarchists and other worshipers of

“federation.” involved the adoption of an aristocratic constitution (with the exclusion of

the broad working masses) as well as the rule of Catholic clericalism.

A new opposition trend, toward the democratization and the centralization of the

Swiss federation, was born in the period of  revolutionary seething between the July

[1830] and March [1848] revolutions, which was manifested in Switzerland in the form

of a tendency to create a close state union in place of federation, and to abolish the

political  rule  of  noble  families  and  of  the  Catholic  clergy.  Here,  centralism  and

democracy initially went hand in hand, and encountered the opposition of the reaction

which fought under the slogan of federation and particularism.

The first constitution of the present Swiss Confederation of 1848 was born out of a

bitter struggle against the so-called “Sonderbund,” i.e., a federation of seven Catholic

cantons which, in 1847, undertook a revolt  against the general  confederation in the

name of saving the independence of the cantons and their old aristocratic system, and

clericalism.  Although  the  rebels  proudly  waved  the  banner  of  “freedom  and

independence” of the cantons against the “despotism” of the Confederacy, in particular

of “freedom of conscience” against Protestant intolerance (the ostensible cause of the

conflict was the closing of the convents by the Democratic Radical parties), democratic

and  revolutionary  Europe,  undeceived  by  this,  applauded wholeheartedly  when  the

Confederacy,  by  brutal  armed  force,  i.e.,  by  “violence,”  forced  the  advocates  of

federalism to bow and surrender to the Confederate authority. And when Freiligrath,

the bard of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, triumphantly celebrated the victory of the

bayonets of Swiss centralism as a reveille to the March revolution – “In the highlands

the first  shot  was  fired,  in the highlands against  the  parsons”  it  was  the absolutist

government of Germany, the pillar of Metternich’s reaction, that took up the cause of
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the federalists  and the defenders of  the old independence of  the cantons.  The later

development  of  Switzerland  up  until  the  present  has  been  marked  by  constant,

progressive,  legal  and political  centralization under the impact of  the growth of  big

industry  and  international  trade,  railroads,  and  European  militarism.  Already  the

second  Constitution  of  1874  extended  considerably  the  attributes  of  the  central

legislation, the central government authority, and particularly of a centralized judiciary

in comparison with the Constitution of 1848. Since the Constitution was thoroughly

revised in 1874, centralization has progressed continuously by the addition of ever new

individual  articles,  enlarging  the  competence  of  the  central  institutions  of  the

Confederacy. While the actual political life of Switzerland, with its development toward

a modern capitalist state, is increasingly concentrated in the federal institutions, the

autonomous life of the canton declines and becomes increasingly sterile. Matters have

gone even further.  When the federal  organs of  legislation and uniform government,

originating from direct elections by the people (the so-called Nazionalrat and the so-

called  Bundesrat),  assume  increasingly  more  prestige  and  power,  the  organ  of  the

federal representation, i.e., of the cantons (the so-called Ständerat), becomes more and

more a survival, a form without content, condemned by the development of life to slow

death.[1] At the same time, this process of centralization is supplemented by another

parallel  process of  making the cantonal constitutions uniform by means of  constant

revisions in the legislatures of  the respective cantons and the mutual imitation and

borrowing  among  them.  As  a  result,  the  former  variety  of  cantonal  particularisms

rapidly disappears.  Until  now, the main safeguard of this  political  separateness and

independence of the cantons was their local civil and penal law which preserved the

entire medley of its historical origin, tradition, and cantonal particularism. At present,

even this stubbornly defended fortress of the cantons’ independence has had to yield

under the pressure of Switzerland’s capitalist development – industry, trade, railroads

and telegraphs,  international relations – which passed like a leveling wave over the

legal conditions of the cantons. As a result, the project of one common civil and penal

code for the entire confederation has been already elaborated, while portions of the civil

code  have  already  been  approved  and  implemented.  These  parallel  currents  of

centralization  and  standardization,  working  from  above  and  below  and  mutually

supplementing  each  other,  encounter,  almost  at  every  step,  the  opposition  of  the

socially  and  economically  most  backward,  most  petit  bourgeois  French  and  Italian

cantons.  In  a  significant  manner,  the  opposition  of  the  Swiss  decentralists  and

federalists even assumes the forms and colors of a nationality struggle for the French

Swiss:  the  expansion  of  the  power  of  the  Confederacy  at  the  expense  of  cantonal

particularism  is  tantamount  to  the  increase  of  the  preponderance  of  the  German

element, and as such they, the French Swiss, openly combat it. No less characteristic is

another circumstance, viz., the same French cantons which, in the name of federation
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and  independence,  combat  state  centralism,  have  internally  the  least  developed

communal self-government, while the most democratic self-governing institutions, a

true  rule  of  the  people,  prevail  in  those  communes  of  the  German  cantons  which

advocate centralization of the Confederation. In this way, both at the very bottom and

at the top of state institutions, both in the latest results of the development of present-

day  Switzerland  and  at  its  point  of  departure,  centralism  goes  hand  in  hand  with

democracy and progress, while federalism and particularism are linked with reaction

and backwardness.

In another form the same phenomena are repeated in the history of the United States

of America.

The first nucleus of the Union of the English colonies in North America, which until

then  had  been  independent,  which  differed  greatly  from  one  another  socially  and

politically,  and which in many respects had divergent interests,  was also created by

revolution.  The  revolution  was  the  advocate  and creator  of  the  process  of  political

centralization  which  has  never  stopped  up  to  the  present  day.  Also,  here,  as  in

Switzerland, the initial, most immature form of development, was the same ”voluntary

federation” which, according to the conscious and unconscious adherents of anarchistic

ideas, stands at  the apex of  modern social  development as the crowning summit of

democracy.

In the first  Constitution of  the  United States,  elaborated in  the period 1777-1781,

there triumphed completely the ”freedom and independence of  the several  colonies,

their complete right of self-determination.” The union was loose and voluntary to such

an extent that it practically did not possess any central executive and made possible,

almost on the morrow of its establishment, a fratricidal customs war among its ”free

and  equal”  members,  New  York,  New  Jersey,  Virginia,  and  Maryland,  while  in

Massachusetts,  under  the  blessing  of  complete  “independence”  and  “self-

determination,” a civil war, an uprising of debt-encumbered farmers broke out, which

aroused in the wealthy bourgeoisie of the states a vivid yearning for a strong central

authority. This bourgeoisie was forcibly reminded that in a bourgeois society the most

beautiful ”national independence” has real substance and “value” only when it serves

the independent utilization of the fruits of “internal order,” i.e., the undisturbed rule of

private property and exploitation.

The second Constitution of 1787 already created, in place of federation, a unified state

with a central legislative authority and a central executive. However, centralism had

still, for a long time, to combat the separatist tendencies of the states righters which

finally erupted in the form of an open revolt of the Southern states, the famous 1861

war of secession Here we also see a striking repetition of the 1847 Swiss situation. As
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advocates of centralism, the Northern states acted representing the modern, big-capital

development, machine industry, personal freedom and equality before the law, the true

corollaries of the system of hired labor, bourgeois democracy, and bourgeois progress.

On the other hand, the banner of separatism, federation, and particularism, the banner

of each hamlet’s “independence” and “right of  self-determination” was raised by the

plantation owners of  the  South,  who represented the primitive exploitation of  slave

labor.  In  Switzerland  as  in  America,  centralism  struggled  against  the  separatist

tendencies  of  federalism  by  means  of  armed  force  and  physical  coercion,  to  the

unanimous  acclaim  of  all  progressive  and  democratic  elements  of  Europe.  It  is

significant that the last manifestation of slavery in modern society tried to save itself, as

reaction always does, under the banner of particularism, and the abolition of slavery

was the obverse of the victory of centralist capitalism. After the victorious war against

the secessionists, the Constitution of the American Union underwent a new revision in

the direction of centralism; the remainder was, from then on, achieved by big capital,

big  power,  imperialist  development:  railroads,  world  trade,  trusts,  finally,  in  recent

times, customs protectionism, imperialist wars, the colonial system, and the resulting

re-organization of the military, of taxation, and so on. At present, the central executive

in the person of the President of the Union possesses more extensive power, and the

administration  and  judiciary  are  more  centralized  than  in  the  majority  of  the

monarchies  of  Western  Europe.  While  in  Switzerland the gradual  expansion  of  the

central functions at the expense of federalism takes place by means of amendments to

the  constitution,  in  America  this  takes  place  in  a  way  of  its  own  without  any

constitutional  changes,  through  a  liberal  interpretation  of  the  constitution  by  the

judicial authorities.

The history of  modern Austria presents a picture of  incessant  struggle between a

centralist and federalist trend. The starting point of this history, the 1848 revolution,

shows  the  following  division  of  roles:  the  advocates  of  centralism  are  the  German

liberals and democrats, the then leaders of the revolution, while the obstruction under

the banner of federalism is represented by the Slavic counter-revolutionary parties: the

Galician nobility; the Czech, Moravian and Dalmatian diets; the pan-Slavists and, the

admirers of Bakunin, that prophet and phrasemaker of the anarchist ”autonomy of free

peoples.” Marx characterized the policy and role of the Czech federalists in the 1848

revolution as follows:

The Czech and Croat pan-Slavists worked, some deliberately and some unknowingly, in

accordance with the clear interests of Russia. They betrayed the cause of revolution for the

shadow of a nationality which, in the best case, would have shared the fate of the Polish

one. The Czech, Moravian, Dalmatian, and a part of the Polish delegates (the aristocracy)

conducted a systematic struggle against the German element. The Germans and a part of

the Poles (the impoverished gentry) were the main adherents of revolutionary progress;
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fighting against them, the mass of the Slavic delegates was not content to demonstrate in

this way the reactionary tendencies of their entire movement, but even debased itself by

scheming and plotting with the very same Austrian government which had dispersed their

Prague congress. They received a well-deserved reward for their disgraceful behavior. They

had supported the government during the October uprising, the outcome of which finally

assured a majority to the Slavs. This now almost exclusively Slavic assembly was dispersed

by the Austrian soldiery exactly as the Prague congress had been and the pan-Slavists were

threatened with imprisonment if they dared to complain. They achieved only this: that the

Slavic nationality is now everywhere threatened by Austrian centralism.[2]

Marx wrote this in 1852 during the revival of absolutist rule in Austria after the final

collapse of the revolution and of the first era of constitutionalism – “a result which they

owe to their own fanaticism and blindness.”

Such was the first appearance of federalism in the modern history of Austria.

In no state did the socio-historical content of the federalist program and the fallacy of

the anarchist fantasies concerning the democratic or even revolutionary character of

that slogan appear so emphatically also in later times, and, so to speak, symbolically, as

in Austria. The progress of political centralization can be directly measured here by the

program of the right to vote for  the Vienna parliament,  which,  passing successively

through four phases of gradual democratization, was increasingly becoming the main

cement binding together the state structure of the Hapsburg monarchy. The October

Patent of 1860, which inaugurated the second constitutional era in Austria, had created

in  the  spirit  of  federalism  a  weak  central  legislative  organ,  and  given  the  right  of

electing  the  delegations  to  it  not  to  the  people,  but  to  the  diets  of  the  respective

crownlands.  However,  already  in  1873,  it  proved  indispensable  for  breaking  the

opposition of the Slavic federalists, to introduce voting rights not by the diets, but by

the people themselves, to the Central Parliament [Reichsrat] – although it was a class,

unequal,  and indirect  voting  system.  Subsequently,  the  nationality  struggle  and the

decentralist opposition of the Czechs, which threatened the very existence and integrity

of the Hapsburg monarchy, forced, in 1896, the replacement of their class voting right

by a universal one, through the addition of a fifth curia (the so-called universal election

curia).  Recently we witnessed the final  reform of the electoral  law in Austria in the

direction of universal and equal voting rights as the only means of consolidating the

state  and  breaking  the  centrifugal  tendencies  of  the  Slavic  federalists.  Especially

characteristic in this respect is the role of Galicia. Already from the first session of the

Viennese  Reichsrat  and the  Galician Diet  in  April  1861,  the  Galician nobility  came

forward as an extreme opposition against the liberal cabinet of Schmerling, violently

opposing  the  liberal  reforms  in  the  name of  “national  autonomy”  and  the  right  of

nations  to  “self-determination,”  i.e.,  in  the  name  of  the  autonomous  rights  of  the

Provincial Diet.
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Soon the policy became crystallized in the Stanczyk program of the so-called Cracow

party, the party of such men as Tarnowski, Popiel, Wodzicki, and Kozmian, and found

its expression in the notorious “resolution” of the Galician Diet of September 28, 1868,

which  is  a  kind  of  Magna  Carta  of  the  “separation  of  Galicia.”  The  resolution

demanded such a  broadening of  the  competence of  the  Provincial  Diet  that for  the

Central Parliament there remained only the most important all-monarchy matters; it

completely  abolished  the  central  administration,  handing  it  over  exclusively  to  the

crown  land  authorities,  and  in  the  end  completely  separating  also  the  crown  land

judiciary. The state connection of Galicia with Austria was reduced here to such a flimsy

shadow that sanguine minds, who did not yet know the flexibility of Polish nationalism,

would  be  ready  to  see  in  this  ideal  program  of  federalism,  “almost”  national

independence  or  at  least  a  bold  striving  toward  it.  However,  to  prevent  any  such

illusions, the Stanczyk party had announced its  political  credo and begun its  public

career  in  Austria  not  with the above  program of  federation  but  with the  notorious

address of the Diet of December 10, 1866, in which it proclaimed its classical formula:

“Without fear of deserting the national idea and with faith in the mission of Austria we

declare  from  the  bottom  of  our  hearts  that  we  stand  and  wish  to  stand  by  Your

Majesty.”  This  was  only  a  concise  aphoristic  formulation of  the  sanguinary  crusade

which the nobility party around Przeglad Polski (Polish Review) waged, after the

January uprising, against the insurrection and the insurgents against the “conspiracy,”

“illusions,”  “criminal  attempts”,  “foreign  revolutionary  influences,”  “the  excesses  of

social  anarchy,”  liquidating  with  cynical  haste  the  last  period  of  our  national

movements  under  the  slogan  of  “organic  work”  and  public  renunciation  of  any

solidarity with Russian-dominated Poland. Federalism and political  separatism were

not  in  reality  an  expression  of  national  aspirations  but  were,  rather,  their  simple

negation  and  their  public  renunciation.  The  other  harmonious  complement  of  the

Stanczyk program of federation (read: separation) was opposition and obstruction in

coalition  with  Czech  and  Moravian  federalists  and  the  German  clerical-reactionary

party against any liberal reforms in Austria: against the liberal communal law, against

the  liberal  law  concerning  elementary  schools,  against  the  introduction  of  the  law

concerning direct elections by the people to the Central Parliament; on the other hand

it  supported the government in all reactionary projects,  e.g.,  support of the military

laws starting with Taaffe’s Law, etc. This development has been coupled with extreme

reaction also in provincial policies, the most glaring expression of which is the adamant

opposition against the reform of elections to the Provincial Diet.

Finally, the third component of Galician federalism is the policy of the Polish nobility

toward the Ruthenians. Quite analogous to the French federalists of Switzerland, the

Galician advocates of a potential decentralization of the Austrian state have been strict

centralists internally in relation to the Ruthenian population. The Galician nobility has
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from the beginning stubbornly combated the demand of autonomy for the Ruthenians,

the administrative division of Galicia into Eastern and Western, and the granting of

equal status to the Ruthenian language and script along with the Polish language. The

program of ”separation” and federalism suffered a decisive defeat in Austria as early as

1873, when direct elections to the Central Parliament were introduced, and from then

on the  Stanczyk  party,  in  keeping  with  its  opportunistic  principles,  abandoned  the

policy  of  obstruction  and  acquiesced  in  Austrian  centralism.  However,  Galician

federalism from then on appears on the stage if not as a program of realistic politics

then as a means of parliamentary maneuvers each time that serious democratic reforms

are considered. The last memorable appearance of the program of ”separating” Galicia

in the public arena is connected with the struggle of the Galician nobility against the

most recent electoral  reform, against the introduction of universal  and equal voting

rights for the Vienna Parliament. And as if to put stronger emphasis on the reactionary

content of the federalist program, the deputies of Austrian Social Democracy, in April

1906, voted unanimously against the motion concerning the separation of Galicia. At

their  head  in  his  character  as  representative  of  the  Austrian  Workers’  Party,  a

representative  of  the  all-monarchy  proletarian  policy  spoke  and  voted  against  the

separation of Galicia: this was Mr. Ignacy Daszynski, who, as a leader in the three parts

of the patriotic PPS, considers the separation of the Kingdom of Poland from Russia as

his  political  program.  The  Austrian  Social  Democracy  is  a  determined  and  open

advocate of centralism, a conscious adherent of the state consolidation of Austria and

consequently a conscious opponent of any separatist tendencies.

“The  future  of  the  Austrian state”  says  Kautsky  –  “depends  on  the  strength  and

influence of Social Democracy. Precisely because it is revolutionary, it is in this case a

party upholding the state [eine staatserltaltende Partei] in this sense; although this

sounds strange, one may apply to the Red revolutionary Social Democracy the words

which half a century ago Grillparzer addressed to the hero of the Red Yellow reaction,

General Radetzky: ‘In your camp is Austria.’” [“In deinen Lager ist Osterreich”][3] is

just as in the matter of the “separation” of Galicia Austrian Social Democracy decisively

rejects  the  program  of  the  Czech  Federalists,  that  is,  the  separation  of  Bohemia.

Kautsky writes:

The growth of the idea of  autonomy for Bohemia is only a partial Manifestation of the

general growth of reaction in all big states of the Continent. The program of “autonomy”

would not yet make Bohemia an autonomous state. It would still remain a part of Austria.

The  Central  Parliament  would  not  be  abolished  by  this.  The  most  important  matters

(military affairs, customs, etc.) would remain in its competence. However, the separation

of Bohemia would break the power of the Central Parliament, which today is very weak. It

would break it not only in relation to the diets of the several nations but also in relation to

the  central  government,  on  the  model  of  the  delegations.  [The  reference  here  is  to

delegations  of  Austria  and  Hungary  which  were  elected  by  the  Vienna  and  Budapest
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parliament  and  had  as  their  task  the  arrangement  of  the  so-called  Austro-Hungarian

compromise, that is, the mutual relationship or proportion contributed by both countries

for the common expenses of the state and the settlement of certain matters affecting both.]

The state council, that is, the Central Parliament of Austria, would have to be reduced to a

miserable idol nodding its head to everything. The power of the central government in

military and customs affairs, as well as foreign policy, would then become unrestricted.

The  separation  of  Bohemia  would  signify  the  strengthening  of  the  rule  of  bourgeois

peasant  clericalism in  the  Alpine  lands  of  the  nobility  and in  Galicia;  also  that  of  the

capitalist magnates in Bohemia. As long as these three strata must exercise their authority

in  the  Central  Parliament  jointly,  they  cannot  develop  all  their  power  because  their

interests are not identical; holding them together is no easy matter. Their strength will be

increased if each of these strata can concentrate on a certain defined area. The clericals in

Innsbruck and Linz, the Galician nobility in Cracow and Lemberg, the Bohemian Tories in

Prague are more powerful separately than all together in Vienna. Just as in Germany, the

reaction draws its strength from the particularism and weakness of the Central Parliament;

here, just as there, giving one’s moral support to particularism means working in favor of

reaction. Here, just as there, we are obligated to resist strongly the present current tending

to the weakening of the Central Parliament. [Kautsky ends with these words:] We must

combat Bohemian states’ rights [the program of separating off Bohemia] as a product of

reaction  and  a  means  of  its  support.  We  must  combat  it  since  it  means  splitting  the

proletariat  of  Austria.  The  road  from  capitalism  to  socialism  does  not  lead  through

feudalism. The program of separating off  Bohemia is  just  as little a  preliminary to the

autonomy of peoples as anti-Semitism (that is, a unilateral struggle against Jewish capital)

is a preliminary to Social Democracy.[4]

Where the remnants of feudalism have been preserved to this day in Europe, they are

everywhere a protection of monarchy. In Germany, a striking manifestation of this is

the  fact  that  the  unity  of  the  Reich  is  based  on  a  universal  equal  voting  right  to

Parliament, while all  German states taken individually have much more reactionary

state constitutions, from Prussia, with its (as Bismarck expressed it) ”most monstrous”

tri-class electoral law, up to Mecklenburg, which is still in general a medieval state with

a purely class constitution.

The  city  of  Hamburg  itself  is  an  even  more  striking  example  if  we  believe  that

progress and democracy are connected with centralism, and reaction with particularism

and  federalism.  The  city  of  Hamburg,  which  forms  three  electoral  districts  of  the

German Reich, is represented in Parliament on the basis of a universal voting right,

exclusively by social Democratic deputies. On the basis of the Constitution of the Reich

as a whole, the Workers’ Party is, therefore, in Hamburg, the unique ruling party. But

the very same city of Hamburg, as a separate little state, on the basis of its distinction,

separateness, introduced for itself a new electoral law even more reactionary than the

one in force until now, which makes it almost impossible to elect Social Democrats to

the Hamburg Diet.
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In Austria-Hungary we see the same. On the one hand, a federal relationship between

Hungary and Austria is an expression not of freedom and progress but of monarchical

reaction because it is known that the Austro-Hungarian dualism is maintained only by

the dynastic interest of the Hapsburgs, and Austrian Social Democracy clearly declared

itself in favor of the complete dissolution of that federation and the complete separation

of Hungary from Austria.

However, this position resulted by no means from the inclinations of Austrian Social

Democracy for decentralization in general, but just the reverse: it resulted from the fact

that a federal connection between Hungary and Austria is an obstacle to an even greater

political centralization inside Austria for the purpose of restoring and consolidating the

latter, and here the very same Social Democratic Party is an advocate of as close a union

of the crownlands as possible, and an opponent of any tendencies to the separation of

Galicia, Bohemia, Trieste, the Trentino, and so on. In fact, the only center of political

and democratic progress in Austria is her central policy, a Central Parliament in Vienna

which,  in  its  development,  reached  a  universal  equal-voting  right,  while  the

autonomous Diets Galician, Lower Austrian, Bohemian – are strongholds of the most

savage reaction on the part of the nobility or bourgeoisie.

Finally, the last event in the history of federal relationships, the separation of Norway

from Sweden, taken up in its time eagerly by the Polish social-patriotic parties (see the

Cracow  Naprzod  [Forward])  as  a  joyous  manifestation  of  strength  and  the

progressiveness of separatist tendencies, soon changed into a new striking proof that

federalism and state separations resulting from it are by no means an expression of

progress or democracy. After the so-called Norwegian “revolutions,” which consisted in

the  dethronement  and  the  expulsion  from  Norway  of  the  King  of  Sweden,  the

Norwegians  quietly  elected another king  for  themselves,  having even formally,  in  a

popular ballot,  rejected the project of  introducing a republic.  That which superficial

admirers of all national movements and all semblances of independence proclaimed as

a “revolution” was a simple manifestation of  peasant and bourgeois particularism, a

desire to possess for their own money a “king of their own” instead of one imposed by

the Swedish aristocracy, and, therefore, a movement which had nothing in common

whatever with a revolutionary spirit. At the same time, the history of the disintegration

of the Swedish-Norwegian union again proved how far, even here, the federation had

been an expression of purely  dynastic  interests,  that  is,  a  form of  monarchism and

reaction.

IV
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The idea of  federalism as  a  solution of  the  nationality question,  and in  general,  an

“ideal”  of  the  political  system  in  international  relations,  raised  sixty  years  ago  by

Bakunin and other anarchists, finds at present refuge with a number of socialist groups

in Russia.  A  striking  illustration  of  that  idea,  as  well  as  of  its  relation to  the  class

struggle  of  the  proletariat  at  the  present  time,  is  given  by  the  congress  of  those

federalist  groups  of  all  Russia  held  during  the  recent  [1905]  revolution  and whose

deliberations have been published in a detailed report. [See the Proceedings of the

Russian National Socialist Parties,  April  16-20,  1907, Knigoi  Izdatielstvo,  Sejm

(St. Petersburg: 1908).]

First of all, a characterization of the political complexion  and of the “socialism” of

these groups is interesting. In the Congress,  there participated Georgian,  Armenian,

Byelo-Russian,  Jewish,  Polish,  and  Russian  federalists.  The  Georgian  Socialist

Federalist Party operates mainly – according to its own report – not among the urban

population but in the countryside, because only there does there exist  in a compact

mass  the  national  Georgian  element;  these  number  about  1.2  million  and  are

concentrated in the gubernias of Tiflis, Kutai, and partially, Batum. This party is almost

completely recruited from peasants and petty gentry. “In its striving for an independent

regulation of its life” – declares the delegate of the Georgian Socialist Federalist Party –

“without  counting  on  the  centralist  bureaucracy,  whether  this  be  absolutistic  or

constitutional or even social-democratic (!), the Georgian peasantry will probably find

sympathy and help on the part of that petty Georgian gentry which lives on the land and

by the size of its possessions and also its way of life differs little from the peasantry.”

Therefore, the party considers that “even independently of considerations of a basic (!)

nature, merely the practical conditions of Georgian agriculture demand the treatment

of  the  agrarian  question  as  a  class  question,  peasant  or  gentry  only  as  an  over-all

national question, as a social (!) problem, as a problem of work(!).” Starting with these

assumptions,  the  Georgian  Federalists,  in  harmony  with  the  Russian  Social

Revolutionaries, strive for the “socialization of land which is to be achieved under the

rule of the capitalistic or bourgeois system.” A beautiful addition to this program is the

reservation that “socialization” cannot be extended to orchards, vineyards and other

“special  cultivations,”  or  to  farms,  because  these  are  areas  “demanding  a  certain

contribution of work and material means which cannot be returned in one year or in

several  years”  and  which  would  be  difficult  for  a  Georgian  peasant  to  renounce.”

Consequently,  there  remains  private  property  for  “cultivations”  and  “socialism”  for

grain-planting - of which there is little in the Caucasus – as well as for dunes, marginal

lands, bogs, and forests.

The main thing on which the Socialist Federalists put emphasis is the reservation

that  the  agricultural  question  in  Georgia  should  be  decided  not  in  a  constituent
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assembly nor in a central  parliament, but only in autonomous national institutions,

because “however life will decide this question, in principle, only this is unquestionable,

that the land in a Georgian territory should belong first of all to the Georgian people.”

The question, how it happens that the “socialist” party is joined, en masse, by the petty

gentry and bourgeoisie, the delegates of the Georgian Federalists explained by saying

that  this  happens only  because “there is  no other party which would formulate  the

demands of these strata.”

The Armenian Revolutionary  Federation,  that is,  Dashnaktsutyun,  founded at  the

beginning of the 1890s for the purpose of liberating the Armenians from Turkey, was

exclusively concerned with “militarizing the people,” i.e.,  the preparation of  fighting

detachments and armed expeditions into Turkey, the import of weapons, the direction

of attacks on Turkish troops, etc. Only recently, at the beginning of the current century,

the Armenian Revolutionary Federation expanded its activity into the Caucasus and

assumed at the same time a social aspect. The cause for the revolutionary outburst of

the movement and the terroristic action in the Caucasus was the confiscation of the

estates  of  the  Armenian  clergy  for  the  [tsarist]  treasury  in  1903.  Besides  its  main

combat” action, the party began, against the background of those events, a propaganda

among the rural population in the Caucasus as well as a struggle against tsardom. The

agrarian  program  of  Dashnaktsutyun  demands  the  expropriation  of  gentry  estates

without compensation, and surrendering there to the communes for equal distribution.

This reform is to be based on the still rather general communal property in the central

part of the Transcaucasus. Recently, there arose a “young” trend among the Armenian

Federalists  maintaining  that  the  Dashnaktsutyun  party  is  simply  a  bourgeois,

nationalistic  organization  of  a  rather  doubtful  socialistic  aspect  –  an  organization

linking within itself completely heterogeneous social elements, and in its activity and

action on completely heterogeneous socio-political territory, such as Turkey on the one

side and the Caucasus on the other. This party recognizes, according to its own report,

the principle of federalism both as a basis of nation-wide relations and the basis on

which should be thoroughly reconstructed the conditions in the Caucasus, and finally,

as an organizing principle for the party.

A Byelorussian organization was formed in 1903 under the name of the Byelorussian

Revolutionary  Hromada.  Its  cardinal  programmatic  demand  was  separation  from

Russia, and in the sphere of economics, the nationalization of the land. In 1906, this

program underwent  a  revision  and from then  on  the  party  has  been demanding a

federal republic in Russia, with territorial autonomy for Lithuania and a diet in Vilna,

as well as a non-territorial national cultural autonomy for the remaining nationalities

inhabiting  Lithuania,  while  on  the  agrarian  question  the  following  demands  were

adopted: lands held by the treasury, by the church, and by the monasteries, as well as
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big landed property above eighty to one hundred dessiatins are to be confiscated and

turned into a land fund out of which, first of all, the landless and small peasants should

be supplied on the basis of hereditary property, with the aim of eliminating pauperism

as well  as developing the productive forces of the country. The socialization of land

cannot  yet  be  mentioned  because  of  the  low  intellectual  level  of  the  Byelorussian

peasant. Thus, the task of the party is the creation and maintenance of a peasant farm

in a normal size of eight dessiatins, as well as the consolidation of lands. Furthermore,

forests,  bodies  of  water,  and  bogs  are  to  be  nationalized.  Hronmada  carries  on  its

activity among the Byelorussian peasants who inhabit, to the number of about seven

millions, the gubernias of Vilna, Minsk, Grodno, and part of Witebsk.

The Jewish Federalist group, “Sierp” [“The Sickle”], organized only a few years ago by

Jewish  dissidents  from  the  Russian  Social  Revolutionary  Party,  demands  non-

territorial autonomy for all  nationalities in the Russian state; out of  them would be

created voluntary state political associations combining together into a state federation,

in order to strive in that way for its ultimate goal, territorial (!) autonomy for the Jews.

It  directs  its  activity  mainly  to  the  organizing  of  Jewish  workers  in  Witebsk,

Ekaterinoslav, Kiev, etc., and it expects the implementation of its program to arise from

the victory of the socialist parties in the Russian state.

It  is  superfluous  to  characterize  the  remaining  two  organizations,  the  PPS

“revolutionary faction,” and the Russian Party of Social Revolutionaries, since they are

sufficiently known by origin and character.

Thus appears that Diet of Federalists cultivating at present that antiquated idea of

federation rejected by the class movement of the proletariat. It is a collection of only

petit bourgeois parties for whom the nationalist program is the main concern and the

socialist program an addition; it is a collection of parties mainly representing – with the

exception of  the  revolutionary  fraction of  the  Polish  Socialist  Party  and the Jewish

Federalists – the chaotic aspirations of a peasantry in opposition, and the respective

class proletarian parties that came into being with the revolutionary storm, in clear

opposition to the bourgeois parties. In this collection of petit bourgeois elements, the

party of  the Russian terrorists  is  a trend,  not only the oldest one, but also the one

furthest left. The others manifest, much more clearly, that they have in common with

the class struggle of the proletariat.

The only common ground which links this variegated collection of nationalists has

been the idea of federation, which all of them recognize as a basis of state and political,

as well as party, relations. However, out of this strange harmony, antagonism arises

immediately  from all  sides  the  moment  the  question  turns  to  practical  projects  of

realizing  that  common  ideal.  The  Jewish  Federalists  bitterly  complain  of  the
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“haughtiness”  of  the  nations  endowed  by  fate  with  a  “territory”  of  their  own,

particularly  the  egoism  of  the  Polish  Social  Patriots,  who  presented  the  greatest

opposition to  the  project  of  non-territorial  autonomy;  at  the  very  same time,  these

Jewish nationalists questioned in a melancholy way whether the Georgian Federalists

would admit any other nationality to their territory, which they claimed as the exclusive

possession of the Georgian nationality.  The Russian Federalists,  on the other hand,

accuse the Jewish ones, saying that, from the standpoint of their exceptional situation,

they want to impose on all  nationalities a non-territorial  autonomy. The Caucasian,

Armenian, and Georgian Federalists cannot agree concerning the relationship of the

nationalities in a future federal system, specifically on the question of whether other

nationalities are to participate in the Georgian territorial autonomy, “or whether such

counties as Akhalkalak, inhabited mainly by Armenians, or Barchabin, with a mixture

of population, will form individual autonomous territories, or will create an autonomy

for  themselves  according  to  the  composition  of  their  population.”  The  Armenian

Federalists,  on  their  part,  demand  the  exclusion  of  the  city  of  Tiflis  from  the

autonomous  Georgian  territory,  inasmuch  as  it  is  a  center  primarily  inhabited  by

Armenians. On the other hand, all the Georgian and Armenian Federalists recognize

that at present, since the Tatar-Armenian slaughter, the Tatars must be excluded from

the federation of autonomous Caucasian peoples as “a nationality immature from the

cultural point of view”! Thus, the conglomeration of nationalists agreeing unanimously

to the idea of federation changes into as many contradictory interests and tendencies;

and the “ideal” of federalism, which constitutes in the theoretical and super-historical

abstraction of anarchism, the most perfect solution of all nationality difficulties, on the

first  attempt  at  its  implementation  appears  as  a  source  of  new  contradictions  and

antagonisms.  Here  it  is  strikingly  proved  that  the  idea  of  federalism  allegedly

reconciling  all  nationalities  is  only  an  empty  phrase,  and  that,  among  the  various

national  groups,  just  because  they  don’t  stand  on  a  historical  basis,  there  is  no

essentially unifying idea which would create a common ground for the settlement of

contradictory interests.

But the same federalism separated from the historical background demonstrates its

absolute weakness and helplessness not only in view of the nationality antagonisms in

practice but also in view of the nationality question in general. The Russian Congress

had as its main theme an evaluation and elucidation of the nationality question and

undertook it  unrestricted  by  any  “dogmas”  or  formulae  of  the  “narrow  doctrine  of

Marxism.” What elucidation did it give to one of the most burning questions of present

political life? “Over the whole history of mankind before the appearance of socialism” –

proclaimed the representative of  the Social  Revolutionary Party in his speech at the

opening of the Congress – “one may place as a motto the following words from the Holy

Scripture: ‘And they ordered him to say “shibboleth” and he said ”sibboleth” and they
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massacred him at the ford of the river.’ Indeed, the greatest amount of blood spilled in

international  struggle  was  spilled  because  of  the  fact  that  one  nation  pronounced

‘shibboleth’  and  the  other  ‘sibboleth.’”  After  this  profound  introduction  from  the

philosophy of history, there followed a series of speeches maintained at the same level,

and the debates about the nationality questions culminated in the memorandum of the

Georgian Federalists which proclaimed:

”in primitive times, when the main task of people was hunting wild animals as well  as

creatures like themselves there were neither masters nor slaves. Equality in social relations

was not violated; but later, when people came to know the cultivation of the soil, rather

than killing and eating their captives they began to keep them in captivity. What, therefore,

was the reason out of which slavery arose? Obviously not only material interests as such,

but also this circumstance: that man was by his physical nature a hunter and a warrior(!).

And despite the fact that man has already long since become an industrial animal, he is to

this  very  day  a  predator,  capable  of  tearing  apart  his  neighbor  for  minor  material

considerations.  This  is  the  source  of  unending  wars  and  the  domination  of  classes.

Naturally the origin of class domination was influenced also by other causes, for instance,

man’s ability to become accustomed to dependence. But undoubtedly if man were not a

warrior, there would be no slavery.”

There follows a bloody picture of the fate of the nationalities subject to tsardom and

then again a theoretical elucidation:

“Somebody may tell  us that  bureaucratic rule rages not only in the borderlands but in

Russia  itself.  From  our  point  of  view  this  is  completely  understandable.  A  nation

subjugating other nations eventually falls into slavery itself. For instance, the more Rome

expanded  its  domination,  the  more  the  plebeians  were  losing  their  freedom.  Another

example: during the great French Revolution the military victories of the Republican Army

annihilated the fruit of the revolution – the Republic (!). The Russians themselves enjoyed

incomparably greater freedom before they united in one powerful state, that is, at the time

of the rule of die separate princes.” Thus, the memorandum ends its historio-philosophical

lecture; freedom does not agree with the clatter of arms. Conquest was the main cause

which brought into being both slavery as well as the rule of some social classes over others.

That is all that the Federalists of the present time are able to say about the nationality

question.  It  is  literally  the  same  phraseology  from  the  standpoint  of  “justice”,

“fraternity”, “morality” and similar beautiful things which already, sixty years ago, was

proclaimed by Bakunin. And just as the father of anarchism was blind to the Revolution

of  1848,  its  inner  springs,  its  historical  tasks,  the  present  last  of  the  Mohicans  of

federalism in Russia stand helpless and powerless before the revolution in the tsarist

system.

The idea of federation, by its nature and historical substance reactionary, is today a

pseudo-revolutionary sign of petit bourgeois nationalism, which constitutes a reaction

against the united revolutionary class struggle of the proletariat in the entire Empire.
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[1] Characteristic is the antipathy, general among the Swiss population, against the Ständerat as
a “do-nothing” institution. This is only a subjective expression of the fact that this organ of
federalism has been deprived of its functions by the objective course of historical development.
Original note by R.L.

[2] Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx, Revolution and Konterrevolution in Deutschland
(Weimar: 1949), pp.77, 78-79.

[3] Die Neue Zeit, 1897-1898, Vol.1, p.564.

[4] Die Neue Zeit, 1898-1899, pp.293, 296, 297, 301.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The National Question

We have noted the general centralizing tendency of capitalism in the bourgeois states.

But local autonomy also grows simultaneously out of the objective development and out

of the needs of bourgeois society.

Bourgeois  economy  requires  as  great  a  uniformity  as  possible  in  legislation,  the

judiciary, administration, the school system, etc., in the entire area of the state, and as

far as possible,  even in international relations. But the same bourgeois economy, in

carrying  out  all  these  functions,  demands accuracy  and efficiency quite  as much as

uniformity.  The  centralism  of  the  modern  states  is  of  necessity  connected  with  a

bureaucratic system. In the medieval state, in a serf economy, public functions were

connected with landed property; these were the “concrete rights,” a kind of land tax.

The feudal  lord of  estates was at  the same time and by the same token a civil  and

criminal judge, the head of the police administration, the chief of military forces in a

certain territory, and collector of taxes. These functions connected with owning real

estate were, like the land itself, the object of transactions, gift, sale, inheritance, and so

on. Absolutism, which increased toward the end of the Middle Ages, paving the way for

capitalism by its struggle against feudal dispersal of state authority, separated public

functions from land ownership and created a new social category for the execution of

these functions, namely crown officials. With the development of modern capitalistic

states, the performance of public functions passed completely into the hands of paid

hirelings.  This  social  group  increased  numerically  and  created  the  modern  state

bureaucracy. On the one hand, the transfer of public functions to hired personnel –

completely  devoted  to  their  work  and  directed  by  one  powerful  political  center  –

corresponds with the spirit  of  bourgeois economy, which is  based on specialization,

division  of  labor,  and  a  complete  subordination  of  manpower  to  the  purpose  of

maintaining  the  social  mechanism:  on  the  other  hand,  however,  the  centralist

bureaucracy has serious drawbacks hampering the economy.
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Capitalist production and exchange are characterized by the highest sensitivity and

elasticity, by the capacity, and even the inclination for constant changes in connection

with thousands of social influences which cause constant fluctuations and undulations

in market conditions, and in the conditions of production themselves. As a result of

these fluctuations, the bourgeois economy requires subtle, perceptive administration of

public services such as the centralized bureaucracy, with its rigidity and routine, is not

able to afford. Hence, already as a corrective to the centralism of the modern state,

there  develops,  in  bourgeois  society,  along  with  legislation  by  representative

assemblies, a natural tendency toward local autonomy, giving the possibility of a better

adjustment  of  the  state  apparatus  to  social  needs.  For  local  autonomy  takes  into

account the manifold variety of local conditions and also brings about a direct influence

and cooperation of society through its public functions.

However,  more  important  than  the  deficiencies  inseparable  from  the  rule  of

bureaucracy, by which the theory of bourgeois liberalism usually explains the necessity

for autonomy, there is  another circumstance.  The capitalist  economy brought  forth,

from the moment of the inception of mass factory production, a whole series of entirely

new social needs imperiously demanding satisfaction. Above all the penetration of big

capital  and  the  system  of  hired  labor,  having  undermined  and  ruined  the  entire

traditional  social  structure,  created  a  plague  unknown  before,  namely  mass

unemployment and pauperization for the proletariat. Since capital needs a reserve labor

force and since public security must be preserved, society, in order to hold in check the

proletarian masses deprived of means of livelihood and employment, cannot but take

care of them. In this way, modern public welfare comes into being as a social function

within the framework of capitalistic production.

The  agglomeration of  big  masses  of  industrial  proletarians  in  the  worst  material

conditions in the modern industrial centers created for the adjacent bourgeois classes a

threat  of  infectious  diseases  and  brought  about  another  urgent  social  need:  public

concern for health, and in connection with this, the whole management of the sewage

system and supply of water as well as public regulation of building construction.

The requirements of capitalist production and of bourgeois society brought about for

the first time the problem of popular education. The system of schools accessible to

broad masses, not only in the big cities but also in the provinces and among the rural

population, brought the idea that the creation and regulation of schools was a public

function.

The movement of  goods and persons in  the whole  area  of  the  state  as  a  normal

phenomenon and a condition of the existence of capitalist production brought forth the

need for constant public concern about roads and means of communication, not only in
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the form of trunk-line railroads and maritime traffic, important from the point of view

of military strategy and world trade, but also of  vehicular roads,  highways, bridges,

river  navigation,  and  subsidiary  railroads.  The  creation  and  maintenance  of  these

indispensable conditions of  internal communication became one of  the most urgent

economic needs of bourgeois society.

Finally,  public safety of  persons and property as a matter of  general  concern and

social  need  is  also  a  clearly  modern  product,  connected  with  the  requirements  of

capitalist economy. In medieval society, safety was guaranteed by some special areas of

legal protection: for the rural population, the area of the respective feudal dominion, for

the burghers, the protective walls of the city and the statutes and “freedoms” of each

city  separately.  The  knights  were  supposed  to  guarantee  their  own  safety.  Modern

society, based on the production of goods, needs safety of persons and property as a

universal  social  guarantee  for  everybody in  the entire  territory  of  the  state  without

discrimination. The central government cannot satisfy all these needs. There are some

the government cannot take care of at all, like the local affairs in the remote parts of the

country; understandably, the government tends to transmit the expenses of managing

such affairs to the local population.

Local autonomy, therefore, originates in all modern states very early, above all in the

form of transferring the material burden of a series of social functions to the population

itself.

On  the  other  hand,  capitalism  stratifies  and  links  into  one  economic  and  social

organism the biggest state areas, and, to a certain extent, the entire world. At the same

time, however, in order to promote its interests, to perfect and integrate the bourgeois

economy, capitalism splits the [autonomous] states and creates new centers, new social

organisms,  as,  for  instance,  big  cities  and  provincial  regions,  etc.  A  contemporary

modern city is tied by numberless economic and political bonds not only to the state

but  to the entire  world.  The accumulation of  people,  the  development of  municipal

transportation and economy, turns the city into a separate small organism; its needs

and public functions are more numerous and varied than were those of a medieval city,

which  with  its  handicraft  production,  was  almost  entirely  independent  both

economically and politically.

The creation of different states and of new urban areas provided the framework for

the modern municipal government – a product of new social  needs. A municipal or

provincial government is necessary in order to comply with the needs of these specific

social  organisms  into  which  capitalism,  following  the  economic  principle  of  the

contradictory interests of the city and the village, transformed the city on the one hand

and the village on the other. Within the framework of the special capitalistic connection
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between  industry  and  agriculture,  that  is,  between  city  and  village,  within  the

framework  of  the  close  mutual  dependence  of  their  production  and  exchange,  a

thousand threads linking the daily interests of the population of each major city with

the existence of the population of the neighboring villages there goes, in a natural way,

a provincial autonomy as in France – departmental, cantonal, or communal. Modern

autonomy in all these forms is by no means the abolition of state centralism but only its

supplementation;  together  they  constitute  the  characteristic  form  of  the  bourgeois

state.

Besides political unification, state sovereignty, uniform legislation, and centralized

state government, local autonomy became, in all these countries, one of the basic policy

issues both of the liberals and of the bourgeois democracy. Local autonomy, growing

out of the modern bourgeois system in the manner indicated, has nothing in common

with federalism or particularism handed down from the medieval past. It is even its

exact opposite. While the medieval particularism or federalism constitutes a separation

of the political functions of the state, modern autonomy constitutes only an adaptation

of the concentrated state functions to local needs and the participation in them of the

people. While, therefore, communal particularism or federalism in the spirit of

Bakunin’s ideal is a plan for splitting the territory of a big state into small areas partly

or  completely  independent  of  each  other,  modern  autonomy  is  only  a  form  of

democratization  of  a  centralized  big  state.  The  clearest  illustration  of  this  point  of

modern autonomy which  grew in  the  chief  modern  states  on  the  grave  the  former

particularism and in clear opposition to it.

II

State administrative and bureaucratic centralism was initiated in France by absolutism

during the ancien régime. By the suppression of communal independence in the cities,

especially  in  Paris,  by  subjugating  the  largest  feudal  possessions  and incorporating

them into the crownlands, finally by concentrating administration in the hands of the

state council and royal supervisors, there was created already in the time of Richelieu a

powerful  apparatus  of  state  centralism.  The  former  independent  feudal  fiefs  were

reduced to  the  condition  of  provinces;  some of  them were  governed by assemblies

whose power, however, was more and more of an illusion.

The  Great  Revolution  undertook  its  work  in  two  directions.  On  the  one  hand,

continuing  the  tendency  toward  political  centralization,  it  completely  abolished  the

territorial remnants of feudalism; on the other, in place of the provincial administration
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of  bureaucrats  assigned  by  the  government,  it  created  a  local  administration  with

representatives elected by the people. The Constituent Assembly wiped from the map of

France the historical  division of  the country into provinces, as well  as the medieval

division into administratively diverse cities and villages. On the tabula rasa which was

thus left  the  Constituent  Assembly,  following the  idea  of  Siéyès,  introduced a  new,

simple, geometrical division into square departments. The departments, in turn, are

subdivided into arrondissements,  cantons, and communes, each governed by a body

elected by public vote. The constitution of the Directory of the Year III made certain

changes in details, maintaining however, the foundations of the great reform effected

by the Constituent Assembly; it was this reform which had given to modern history an

epoch-making  model  of  modern  autonomy,  which  grew  up  on  the  grave  of  feudal

decentralization  and  was  imbued  with  an  entirely  new  idea,  namely,  democratic

representation by election.

There followed a hundred years of change in the history of autonomy in France. This

history  and  the  whole  political  fate  of  democracy  in  the  country  oscillated,  in  a

characteristic manner, between two poles. The slogan of the aristocratic, monarchical

reaction is,  throughout  this  time,  decentralization,  in  the  sense  of  returning to  the

independence of  the former historical  provinces,  while  the slogan of  liberalism and

democracy is close adherence to political centralism and at the same time, the rights of

representation of the local population, especially in the commune. The first blow to the

work of the Revolution in that field was dealt by Napoleon, who was crowned by the so-

called Statute of Pluvois 28 of the year VIII (Feb. 17, 1800), his coup d’état  of  18th

Brumaire. This statute, taking advantage of  the general  confusion and chaos caused

especially in the provinces by the counter-revolution during the time of the Directory,

for which the democratic autonomy was blamed, hastily compressed the work of the

Revolution into the framework of bureaucracy. Maintaining the new territorial division

of France in line with political centralism, Napoleon abolished, by one stroke of the pen,

any participation of the people in local autonomy and gave over the entire power into

the hands of  officials  assigned by the central  government:  prefect,  sub-prefect,  and

mayor. In the department, the Napoleonic prefect was, in a considerable measure, a

resurrection of the supervisor from the happy times of the ancien régime.  Napoleon

expressed this reversion with characteristic frankness when he said, “Avec mes préfets,

mes gens d’armes et mes prêtres, je ferai tout ce que je voudrai.” [“With the help

of my prefects, police, and priests I will do whatever I like.”]

The Restoration kept the system of its predecessor in general, according to a current

expression. “The Bourbons slept on a bed that had been made by Napoleon.” However,

as soon as the aristocratic emigration returned home its battle cry was decentralization,

a  return  to  the  system  of  the  provinces.  The  notorious  chambre  introuvable  had
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scarcely assembled when one of the extreme Royalists, Barthe Lebastrie, at a meeting of

January  13,  1816,  solemnly  announced  the  indispensability  of  decentralization.  On

many later occasions the leaders of the right, Corbière, De Bonald, La Bourdonnaye, de

Villèle, Duvergier de Hauranne, argued “the impossibility of reconciling the monarchy

with republican uniformity and equality.” Under this standard, the aristocracy fought

simply  for  a  return to  its  former  position in  the  provinces  from the economic  and

political point of view. At the same time, it denounced political centralism as “a gre:nid

for revolution, a hotbed of innovations and agitation.” Here we already hear literally the

same arguments under cover of which the right, half a century later, tried to mobilize

the provincial reaction against the revolutionary Paris Commune.

Therefore,  the  first  timid  attempt  at  the  reform of  the  local  administration  with

application of the principle of election, that is, the project of Martignaque, called forth a

storm in the honorable pre-July assembly and was rejected clearly as the “beginning of

revolution.” The enraged representatives of the landed aristocracy demanded only the

broadening  of  the  competence  of  the  prefect  and  sub-prefect  and  making  them

dependent on the central authority. However, the days of the Restoration were already

numbered and the defeat of  Martignaque’s  project became the prologue of  the July

Revolution. The July Monarchy, which was only an improved edition of the Restoration

in the spirit of the rule of the richest bourgeoisie, introduced insignificant changes in

local autonomy; it provided a shadow of the system of election. The law of 1831 on the

communes  and  the  law  of  1833  on  the  departments  gave  the  right  of  suffrage  for

municipal and departmental councils to a small minority of the most highly taxed as

well  as  to  the  bureaucracy  and  bourgeois  intelligentsia,  without,  however,  any

broadening of the attributes of these councils.

The  revolution  of  1848  restored  the  work  of  its  great  predecessor,  introduced

universal suffrage for departmental councils, and made the meetings of the councils

public.  After  the  June  days,  the  party  of  the  aristocratic-clerical  right  violently

demanded the return to decentralization as a weapon against the hydra of socialism. In

1849-1851,  the departmental  councils unanimously demanded the extension of their

competence and extraordinary powers in case of civil war, for use against Paris. Thiers,

at that time still a liberal, on the contrary, insisted on centralism as the most certain

preventive means against socialism. (The very same Thiers, it is true, in 1871, himself

waved the banner of federalism and decentralization to mobilize the provinces against

the Paris Commune.) The Second Republic,  in liquidating the work of  the February

Revolution,  prepared in 1851 a project for the reform of local  administration which

restored completely the system of Napoleon I, with an all-powerful prefect, and in this

way  built  here,  as  in  general,  a  bridge  on  which  Napoleon  III  entered.  The  latter

undertook an even more thorough revision of  the February achievements,  put  local
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administration even further back than the reforms of Napoleon I, and abolished the

openness of the meetings of the departmental councils and their right to elect their own

cabinet; from then on the government appointed mayors quite arbitrarily, i.e., not from

within the communal council. Finally, Napoleon III expanded the power of the prefects

(by  the  laws  of  1852  and  1861)  to  such  an  extent  that  he  made  them  completely

independent of the government. These omnipresent departmental satraps, dependent

directly  on  Louis  Napoleon,  became,  by  virtue  of  their  function  of  “directors”  of

elections to Parliament, the main pillars of the Second Empire.

The  course  of  the  above  history  until  the  beginning  of  the  Second  Empire  was

characterized by Marx in broad strokes in his The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis

Bonaparte in the following way:

This executive power with its enormous bureaucratic and military organization, with its

ingenious state machinery, embracing wide strata, with a host of officials numbering half a

million,  besides  an  army  of  another  half-million,  this  appalling  parasitic  body,  which

enmeshes the body of French society like a net and chokes all its pores, sprang up in the

days of the absolute monarchy, with the decay of the feudal system, which it  helped to

hasten. The seignorial privileges of the landowners and towns became transformed into so

many attributes of the state power, the feudal dignitaries into paid officials, and the motley

pattern of conflicting medieval plenary powers into the regulated plan of a state authority

whose work is divided and centralized as in a factory. The first French Revolution, with its

task of  breaking all  separate local,  territorial,  urban, and provincial powers in order to

create the civil unity of the nation, was bound to develop what the absolute monarchy had

begun: centralization, but at the same time the extent, the attributes, and the agents of

governmental power. Napoleon perfected this state machinery. The Legitimist Monarchy

and the July Monarchy added nothing but a greater division of labor, growing in the same

measure as the division of labor within bourgeois society created new groups of interests,

and,  therefore,  new  material  for  state  administration.  Every  common  interest  was

straightaway  severed  from  society,  counterposed  to  it  as  a  higher  general  interest,

snatched  from  the  activity  of  society’s  members  themselves  and  made  an  object  of

governmental  activity,  from a  bridge,  a  schoolhouse,  and  the  communal  property  of  a

village  community  to  the  railways,  the  national  wealth,  and the  national  university  of

France. Finally,  in its  struggle against the revolution, the parliamentary republic found

itself  compelled  to  strengthen,  along  with  the  repressive  measures,  the  resources  and

centralization of  governmental power. All  revolutions perfected this machine instead of

smashing it. The parties that contended in turn for domination regarded the possession of

this huge state edifice as the principal spoils of the victor.

But  under  the  absolute  monarchy,  during  the  first  Revolution,  under  Napoleon,

bureaucracy was only the means of preparing the class rule of the bourgeoisie. Under the

Restoration, under Louis Philippe, under the parliamentary republic, it was the instrument

of the ruling class, however much it strove for power of its own.

Only under the second Bonaparte does the state seem to have made itself completely

independent. As against civil society, the state machine has consolidated its position so
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thoroughly that the chief of the Society of December 10 suffices for its head, an adventurer

blown in from abroad, raised on the shield by a drunken soldiery, which he has bought

with liquor and sausages, and which he must continually ply with sausage anew.[1]

The bureaucratic system of Napoleon III stirred up, especially toward the end of his

reign, a strong opposition; this opposition comes through clearly in the statements of

certain  local  administrations.  The  most  striking  example  was  the  famous  “Nancy

Manifesto,” which demanded extreme decentralization and under whose banner there

rallied, in 1865, the whole legitimist-clerical opposition of the last phase of the Empire.

In the name of  “freedom and order” the  Manifesto demanded the liberation of  the

Commune from the super-vision of the prefect,  the appointment of  the mayor from

among the communal councilors, and the complete elimination of the arrondissement

councils. On the other hand, the Manifesto demanded establishing cantonal councils

and assigning to them the distribution of taxes, and finally,  revising the boundaries

between  departments  in  the  spirit  of  returning  to  the  historical  boundaries  of  the

provinces and making the departments so revised independent concerning budget and

the entire administration. This program, which aimed “to create preventive measures

against  revolutions,”  to  save  “freedom  compromised  by  three  revolutions,”  was

accepted by all liberal conservatives of the Odilon Barrot type, and its advocates were

headed by all the leaders of legitimism, i.e., the Bourbon party: Béchard, Falioux, Count

Montalembert, and finally, the Pretender to the crown himself, Count Chambord, who,

in his Manifesto of 1871 raised “administrative decentralization” to the role of a leading

programmatic demand on the banner of the white lilies.

The Nancy program provoked sharp resistance from two sides – from the Empire and

from the extreme Left, Republicans, Democrats, and Socialists. The latter, condemning

the counter-revolutionary tendency of legitimist “decentralization,” said, in the words

of Victor Hugo: “Gentlemen, you are forging a chain and you say: ‘This is freedom.’”

“Therefore,”  they  exclaimed,  “we  do  not  want  your  departmental  councils  as  a

legislative authority, nor your permanent departmental commissions as administrative

authority in which a triple feudalism would prevail: the landed interest, the church, and

industry,  interested  in  keeping  the  people  in  ignorance  and  misery.”[2]  Under  the

pretext  of  freedom,  France  was  to  be  handed  over  as  prey  to  bishops,  landed

aristocracy, and factory owners – this is the opinion of contemporary democracy and

socialists about the 1865 program. Louis Blanc was an especially inflexible opponent of

decentralization, even to the departments, which he considered an artificial creation,

though he fervently encouraged the widest self-government of  the Commune as the

natural historical organization and the foundation of the state.

In the revolutionary camp the advocates of decentralization, who indeed went further

than the legitimists, were only adherents of Proudhon, such as Desmaret, who distinctly
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proclaimed  the  slogan  of  federalism  both  in  application  to  “the  United  States  of

Europe” and to communes and districts within the state,  as an ideal solution of the

social question because it was a way of “annihilating power by dividing it.” That the

adherents of this anarchistic manner of disposing of the bourgeois state have not yet

died  out  in  France  is  proved  by  the  book  which  appeared  in  1899,  Le  principe

sauveur par un girondin  [Cited by  Avalov,  p.228],  in  which the  author  sharply

polemicizes against the centralism and homogeneity of the modern state, advocating,

instead of departmental autonomy, the complete dissolution of the state in the spirit of

federation. New voices in the same spirit have been heard even in later years – and

enthusiasts for “historical” decentralization still crop up from the camp of the Royalists,

as is demonstrated by the legitimist pamphlet from the time of the Dreyfus affair, La

decentralization et la monarchie nationale.

The opposition between the views of the contemporary socialists and the anarchistic

Proudhon  was  formulated  as  early  as  1851  by  Louis  Blanc  in  his  pamphlet,  La

République  une  et  indivisible,  in  which  in  a  thunderous  voice  he  warned  the

republic against the danger of federalism, opposing to the antagonisms of thirty-seven

thousand  tiny  parliaments  “la  grande  tradition  montagnarde  en  fait  de

centralization politique”  and “une administration surveillée”.  As  a  matter  of  fact,

France at  that moment was less threatened by the danger of  federalism than by its

opposite: the coup d’etat of Louis Bonaparte and the absolute rule of his prefects.

The same grouping of parties with regard to local administration was also reflected in

the notorious  national  assembly  in Bordeaux after  the  fall  of  the Empire.  After  the

destruction of the Paris Commune the main question concerning decentralization was

whether it  could serve as a preventitive against the revolutionary movements of the

proletariat. First of all, the Third Republic hastened to expand the competence of the

departments, equipping them – in accordance with the leading idea of reaction since

the time of the Restoration – with special powers against the revolution. The so-called

“Loi Tréveneuc” of February 15, 1872, bears the significant title “Loi relative au rôle

eventuel des conseils généraux dans des circonstances exceptionnelles.” On the other

hand, the powers of the communes were, after a temporary expansion, again restricted:

whereas in 1871 the communal councils had received the power of electing their mayor,

after three years they were again deprived of this right, and the government of the Third

Republic appointed thirty-seven thousand mayors through its prefects, thus showing

itself a faithful exponent of the monarchical traditions.

However,  in  the  foundation  of  the  Third  Republic  there  occurred  certain  social

changes which, despite all external obstacles, pushed the matter of local autonomy on

to completely new paths. Although the independence of the urban and rural communes

might  have  been  abhorrent  to  the  bourgeois  reaction,  intimidated  by  the  great
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traditions  of  the  Paris  Commune  from  1793  to  1871,  it  eventually  became  an

indispensable need, especially since the inception of big industry under the wings of the

Second Empire.  It  was  then  that  railroads  began  to  be  built  on  a  large  scale.  The

artificially fostered and protected big industry not only flourished in Paris but in the

fifties and sixties it  spread into the provinces and suburban areas where capitalism

sought cheap factory sites and cheap labor. Enterprises,  industrial  centers,  financial

fortunes mushroomed in the hothouse temperature of the Empire, suppressing small

industry and introducing mass factory labor of women and children. The Paris Stock

Exchange occupied second place in Europe. Together with this explosion of “original

accumulation,”  as  yet  unbridled  by  any  protective  law  –  there  was  still  no  factory

inspection  –  or  by  labor  organization  and  struggle,  there  took  place  in  France  an

unparalleled accumulation of mass poverty, disease, and death. Suffice it to mention

that there were cases when female factory workers were paid one sou, i.e., five centimes

per day, in a period of general unparalleled high prices of the prime necessities of life.[3]

The short period of this exploiting economy made bourgeois society painfully aware of

the lack of any public activity to prevent glaring poverty, infectious diseases, danger to

life and property on public roads, etc. As early as 1856, much was written and spoken

about the necessity of an official inquiry concerning pauperism in France. In 1858, such

an inquiry “confidentially” ordered by the government predictably came to naught.

The  state  of  public  education  corresponded  more  or  less  with  these  economic

conditions.  School  courses  for  adults,  subsidized  by  the  government  under  Louis

Philippe  by  the  tiny  sum  of  478  francs  on  the  average  annually,  were,  during  the

Empire, deprived of this subsidy and neglected. A certain historian described the state

of elementary schools in 1863 as follows:

Thousands of communes are without schools for girls; villages are deprived of any schools

at all; a large number of others stay briefly in school and do not learn anything useful;

there are no schools for adults and not a single library in the villages; the annual figures

show that there is more than 27 percent illiteracy; that living conditions of the male and

female teachers are miserable;  that 5,000 female teachers receive less than 400 francs

annual wages,  some receive seventy-five francs per year. Not a single one is entitled to

retirement pay. Not a single male teacher enjoys a retirement pay which would assure him

of one franc daily subsistence.[4]

Among the workers in Paris, the inquiry ordered by the Chamber of Commerce in 1860

ascertained that fifty thousand, i.e., about 13 percent of the working population, was

completely illiterate. The Third Republic, whose mission it was to build a durable home

for the bourgeoisie and first of all to liquidate the bankrupt estate taken over from the

Empire,  found  itself  faced  with  a  number  of  new  tasks:  military  reform,  and  in

connection  with  this,  a  health  reform;  also  a  reform,  or  rather  creation  of  public

education; reform of transportation, completely neglected by the Empire, which was
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solely occupied with decorating and reforming Paris to turn it into a model capital of

the Monarchy.  Moreover,  the  Third Republic  faced the task of  acquiring means for

these  reforms.  This  meant  an increase  of  taxes.  However,  these  went  primarily  for

military expenditures,  for  colonial  policy,  and especially  for  the maintenance of  the

bureaucratic apparatus. Without the participation of the local population, above all of

the communes, the Third Republic would never have been able to solve these tasks.

At  the  same  time,  big  industry’s  revolutionizing  of  conditions  under  the  Empire

completely  changed the  role  of  the  department.  When Louis  Blanc,  in  the national

assembly in 1871, declared that the department is an artificial product of administrative

geometry,  this  was  doubtless  an  anachronistic  view.  Indeed,  in  their  beginning,

emerging from the hands of the constituent assembly, the departments were an entirely

“free improvisation” of the genius of the Revolution, a simple network of symmetrical

figures  on  the  map  of  France;  and  it  was  exactly  in  this  abolition  of  all  historical

boundaries of the provinces that the powerful innovating thought, that great “tradition

montagnarde“  consisted,  which,  on  the  ruins  of  the  medieval  system,  created  a

politically unified modern France. For decades, during the Restoration and later, the

departments  did  not  have  any  life  of  their  own;  they  were  used  by  the  central

government only as branch offices, as the sphere of action of the clerk-prefect whose

only  palpable  expression  was  the  obligatory  “hôtels  de  préfecture”.  However,  in

modern France, new local needs have brought, in the course of time, new institutions

surrounding  these  fortresses  of  the  central  bureaucracy.  The  new  “departmental

interests”  which  have  gained  increasing  recognition  are  centered  around  shelters,

hospitals, schools, local roads, and the procurement of “additional centimes” necessary

to meet the costs.

The  originally  empty  framework  of  the  departments,  drawn  on  the  grave  of  the

medieval particularism of  the provinces,  became in the course of  time,  through the

development of bourgeois France, filled with new social content: the local interests of

capitalism. The local administration of France by all-powerful prefects could suffice in

the second half  of  the nineteenth century  only  for  the  artificial  maintenance of  the

Empire. The Third Republic was eventually forced, in its own interests, to admit the

local population to participation in this administration and to change the communes

and departments from exclusive instruments of the central government into organs of

democratic autonomy.

However, this shift could be effected only within the Third Republic. In the same way

that the republican form of government was consolidated in France ultimately thanks

only  to  circumstances  which  permitted  the  social  nucleus  of  this  clearly  bourgeois

political  form to  be  husked from its  ideological  cocoon,  from the illusion of  “social

republic” created by three revolutions in the course of almost half a century, so the local
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self-government had first to be liberated from the traditional ideology hostile to it. As

late  as  the  1871  National  Assembly,  some  advocates  of  liberalism  abhorred  the

“reactionary”  idea  of  autonomy  which  they  persistently  identified  with  feudal

decentralization. The Monarchist, d’Haussonville, warned his party, reminding it that

already  during  the  Great  Revolution  the  appearance  of  adhering  to  federalism was

sufficient to send people to the guillotine, while Duvergier de Hauranne declared that

France was faced with a dilemma: either uniform administration represented in each

department by a prefect, or a federation of autonomous departments. These were the

last reverberations of an opinion which weighed on people’s minds for three-quarters of

a century. Only when, with the fall of the Second Empire and the triumph of the Third

Republic, the attempts of the aristocratic clerical reaction were defeated once and for all

and the phantom of  the  federalism of  the  “historic  provinces”  was  relegated to  the

realm  of  disembodied  spirits  did  the  idea  of  the  relative  independence  of  the

departments cease to give an impression of federalism which frightened away bourgeois

liberalism  and  democracy.  And  only  when  the  last  flicker  of  the  Paris  Commune

revolutionary tradition died out in the cinders of  the 1871 Commune and under the

withered lawn of the “Confederates’ Wall” [“Mur des Fédérés”] at Père Lachaise, where

the corpses and half-dead bodies of the Commune’s heroes were dumped, only then did

the idea of communal self-government cease to be synonymous with social upheaval in

the minds of the bourgeoisie, and the Phrygian cap cease to be the symbol of the City

Hall. In a word, only when both departmental and communal autonomy were able to

demonstrate their proper historical social value as genuinely modern institutions of the

bourgeois  state,  growing  out  of  its  own  needs  and  serving  its  interests,  did  the

progressive development of  local  autonomy in France become possible.  The organic

statute of 1871, supplemented by the law of 1899, at last authorized representatives of

departments  chosen  by  general  elections  of  the  people  to  participate  in  the

administration with a determining voice, and the statute of 1884 gave a similar right to

the communal councils,  returning to them the power of  choosing their  own mayor.

Slowly and reluctantly, and only in recent times, the modern autonomy of France has

liberated itself from the iron bonds of bureaucracy.

The history of self-government in England followed entirely different paths. Instead

of the revolutionary change-over from medieval to modern society, we sec here, on the

contrary, an early compromise which has preserved to this day the old remnants of

feudalism. Not so much by the shattering of old forms as by gradually filling them with

new content, bourgeois England has carved out a place for itself in medieval England.

And perhaps in no other area is this process so typical and interesting as in the area of

local  self-government.  At  first  glance,  and according to  a  commonplace  expression,

England  appears  as  the  country  with  the  oldest  local  self-government,  nay,  as  the

cradle,  the  classical  homeland  of  self-government,  on  which  the  liberalism  of  the
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continent sought to model itself. In reality, that age-old self-government of England

belongs to the realm of myths, and the famous old English self-government has nothing

in common with self-government in the modern sense. Self-government was simply a

special system of local administration which originated at the time of the flowering of

feudalism and bears all the hallmarks of its origin. The centers of that system are the

county, a product of the feudal conditions after the Norman Conquest, and the parish, a

product of medieval, ecclesiastical conditions; while the main person, the soul of the

whole  county  administration,  is  the  justice  of  the  peace,  an  office  created  in  the

fourteenth century along with the three other county offices: the sheriff, conducting the

elections to parliament,  administering judgments in civil  lawsuits,  etc.;  the coroner,

conducting inquests in cases of violent death; and finally, the commander of the county

militia. Among these officials only the secondary figure of the coroner is elective; all

other officers are appointed by the Crown from among the local  landed aristocracy.

Only landed proprietors with a specified income could be appointed to the office of

justice of the peace. All these officers fulfilled their duties without remuneration, and

the purely medieval aspect is further indicated by the fact that in their competence they

combined judicial and executive power. The justice of the peace did everything in the

county as well as in the parish, as we shall presently see. He ran the courts, assigned

taxes, issued administrative ordinances, in a word, he represented in his person the

whole  competence  of  public  authority  entirely  in  accordance  with  the  feudal

attributions of the landed proprietor; the only difference here was his appointment by

the Crown. The justice of the peace, once appointed, became an omnipotent holder of

public  power:  justices  of  the  peace  were  entirely  independent  of  the  central

government, and in general, not responsible, because the old system of English self-

government  obviously  knows  nothing  of  another  basic  feature  of  modern

administration: the judicial responsibility of officials and the supervision by the central

authority  over  local  offices.  Any  participation  of  the  local  population  in  this

administration  was  out  of  the  question.  If,  therefore,  the  ancient  English  self-

government may be regarded as a kind of autonomy, this can be done only in the sense

that it was a system of unrestricted autonomy of the landed aristocracy, who held in

their hands the complete public power in the county.

The first undermining of this medieval system of administration coincides with the

reign  of  Elizabeth,  i.e.,  the  period  of  that  shattering  revolution  in  rural  property

relations which inaugurated the capitalistic era in England. Violent expropriations of

the peasantry by the aristocracy on the broadest scale, the supersession of agriculture

by sheep-herding, the secularization of church estates which were appropriated by the

aristocracy, all this suddenly created an immense rural proletariat, and in consequence,

poverty,  beggary, and public robbery. The first  triumphal steps of  capital  shook the

foundations  of  the  whole  society  and  England  was  forced  to  face  a  new  threat  –
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pauperism.  There  began  a  crusade  against  vagrancy,  beggary,  and  looting,  which

extends in  a  bloodstained streak  until  the  middle  of  the  nineteenth century.  Since,

however,  prisons,  branding with hot irons,  and even the gallows proved an entirely

insufficient medicine against the new plague, summary convictions came into being in

England and also “public philanthropy”; next to the gallows at the cross-roads arose the

parish workhouse. The modern phenomenon of mass pauperism was the first problem

transcending the powers and means of the medieval system of administration as carried

out by the self-government of the aristocracy. The solution adopted was to shift the new

burden to new shoulders of the middle classes, the wealthy bourgeoisie. Now the mold-

covered church parish was called to a  new role  – care  of  the  poor.  In  the peculiar

English administration, the parish is not only a rural but also an urban organization, so

that to this day the parish system overlaps the modern administrative network in the

big cities, creating a great chaos of competences.

At the end of the sixteenth century, a tax for the poor was introduced in the parish,

and this tax gradually became the cornerstone of the tax system of the commune. The

poor  rates  grew  from  £900,000  sterling  at  the  end  of  the  seventeenth  century  to

£7,870,801  sterling  in  1881.  The  collection  and  administration  of  these  funds,  the

organization  of  assistance  and  workhouses,  called  forth  a  new  organization  of  the

communal office: and to it there also fell presently another important public function

which was likewise caused b the needs of the nascent capitalist economy: supervision of

roads. This organization also comprised, from then on, besides the rector who was at

the head and two church wardens elected by the commune, two overseers of the poor,

designated  by  the  justice  of  the  peace,  and  one  surveyor  of  the  highways,  also

designated by the justice of the peace. As we see, this was still the use of the old self-

government apparatus for modern purposes. The landed aristocracy in the persons of

the justices of the peace preserved power in their hands; only the material burden fell

on the bourgeoisie. The commune had to carry the burden of the poor tax; however, it

didn’t  have  any  voice  in  the  apportionment  of  the  tax.  The  latter  function  was  an

attribute of the justice of the peace and of the communal overseers subject to him.

In such a state the local administration survived until the nineteenth century. A few

attempts  at  admitting  the  population  to  participation  in  this  administration  were

undertaken at the beginning of that century but came to nothing.

In the meantime, capitalism in England entered new paths: big machine industry

celebrated its  triumphal  entry  and undertook an assault  on the old fortress  of  self-

government, which the crumbling structure could not withstand.

The violent growth of factory industry at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning

of the nineteenth century caused a complete upheaval in the conditions of England’s
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social life. The immense influx of the rural proletariat to the cities soon brought about

such a concentration of people and such a housing shortage in the industrial cities that

the workers’  districts  became abhorrent  slums,  dark,  stinking,  filthy,  plague-ridden.

Sickness  among  the  population  assumed  terrifying  proportions.  In  Scotland  and

Ireland an outbreak of typhoid took place regularly after each price increase and each

industrial  crisis.  In Edinburgh and Glasgow, for instance as stated by Engels in his

classic work, The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844,  in the

year 1817, 6,000 persons fell ill; in 1826 and 1837, 10,000 each; in 1842, in Glasgow

alone,  32,000,  i.e.,  12 percent  of  the  entire  population.  In  Ireland,  in  1817,  39,000

persons fell ill with typhoid, in 1819, 60,000; in the main industrial cities of counties

Cork and Limerick, one-seventh and one-fourth respectively of the entire population

fell  victim in  those years  to the epidemic.  In London and Manchester,  malaria was

endemic. In the latter city, it was officially stated that three-quarters of the population

needed medical help every year, and mortality among children up to five reached, in the

industrial city of Leeds in 1832, the terrifying figure of 5,286 out of a population of

100,000.  The  lack  of  hospitals  and  medical  help,  housing  shortages,  and

undernourishment of the proletariat became a public threat.

In no less a degree, the intellectual neglect of the mass of the people became a public

plague  when  big  industry,  having  concentrated  immense  crowds  of  the  proletariat

under  its  command,  made  them  a  prey  of  spiritual  savages.  The  textile  industry

especially, which was the first to introduce mass labor of women and children at the

lowest  age and which made impossible  any home education,  however  rudimentary,

made the filling of  this  gap,  i.e.,  the creation of  elementary schools,  a  public need.

However, the state performed these tasks to a minimal degree. At the beginning of the

fourth decade [of the century], out of the budget of England amounting to £55 million,

public education is allotted the ridiculous sum of £40,000. Education was left mainly to

private initiative, especially of the church, and became mostly an instrument of bigotry

and a  weapon of  sectarian struggle.  In  Sunday schools,  the  only  ones  accessible  to

working-class children, the latter were often not even taught reading and writing, as

occupations unworthy of Sunday; while in the private schools, as was demonstrated by

a parliamentary inquiry, the teachers themselves often did not know how to read or

write.  In  general,  the  picture  revealed  by  the  famous  Children  Employment

Commission showed the new capitalistic England as a scene of ruin and destruction, a

wreckage of the entire antiquated, traditional, social structure. The great social reform

was accomplished for the purpose of establishing tolerable living conditions for the new

host,  i.e.,  for  the  capitalistic  bourgeoisie.  The  elimination  of  the  most  threatening

symptoms of pauperism, the provision of public hygiene, elementary education, etc.

became an urgent task. However, this task could be achieved only when both in state

policy and in the entire administration the exclusive rule of the landed aristocracy was
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abolished and yielded to the rule of the industrial bourgeoisie. The election reform of

1832, which broke the political power of the Tories, is also the date from which begins

self-government in England in the modern sense, i.e., self-government based on the

participation of the population in the local administration, and on paid, responsible

officials  in the role  of  executor of  its  will  under the supervision and control  of  the

central  authority.  The  medieval  division  of  the  state  into  counties  and  parishes

corresponded to the new grouping of the population and local needs and interests as

little as the medieval offices of the justice of the peace and parish councils. But while

the revolutionary French liberalism swept from the country the historic provinces and

in their place erected a homogeneous France with new administrative divisions, the

conservative English liberalism created only a new administrative network – inside,

beside, and through the old divisions, without formally abolishing them. The peculiarity

of English self-government consists in the fact that, unable to utilize the completely in

adequate  framework  of  traditional  self-government,  it  created  a  new  kind  of  base:

special communal associations of the population for each of the basic functions of self

government.

Thus, the law of 1834 establishes new “poor law unions”, comprising several parishes

whose population jointly elects, on the basis of a six-class electoral law, in accordance

with the taxes paid, a separate board of guardians for each union. This body decides the

whole matter of welfare, building of workhouses, issuing doles, etc.; it also hires and

pays the officials who carry out its decisions. The old office of the parish overseer of the

poor changed from an honorary to a  paid one,  and was reduced to the function of

imposing and collecting taxes assigned by the board.

According to the same model, but quite independently, the law of 1847 created a new,

broad  organization  to  take  care  of  public  health  and  supervision  of  buildings,

cleanliness  of  streets  and  houses,  water  supply,  and  food  marketing.  Also  for  this

purpose new associations of the local population with representatives elected by it were

established. On the basis of the Public Health Act of 1875, England – with the exception

of  the  capital  –  is  divided  into  urban  and  rural  sanitary  districts.  The  organ  of

representation is, in the urban districts, the city council; in the boroughs, special local

boards  of  health;  and  in  the  rural  districts  health  is  supervised  by  the  board  of

guardians. All these boards decide all matters pertaining to health and hire salaried

officers who carry out the resolutions of the board.

The  administration  of  local  transportation  also  followed  the  same  lines  but

independently of the two bodies mentioned above. For this purpose, highway districts

were created, composed of several parishes whose population elects separate highway

boards.  In  many  rural  districts,  transportation  is  the  concern  of  the  local  board  of

health,  or  the  board  of  guardians  which  administers  both  transportation  and poor

Rosa Luxemburg: The National Question (Chap.4) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch0...

16 of 24 9/20/2018, 9:28 PM



relief.  The  highway  boards  or  the  boards  of  guardians  decide  about  transportation

enterprises and hire a paid district-surveyor as the official carrying out their orders.

And so the office of the former honorary highway surveyor vanished.

Finally,  education  was  also  entrusted  to  a  specail  self-governing  organization.

Individual parishes, cities and the capital form as many school districts. However, the

board  of  education  of  the  council  of  state  has  the  right  to  combine  several  urban

parishes  into  one  district.  Every  district  elects  a  school  board  entrusted  with

supervision  of  elementary  education:  it  makes  decisions  concerning  tuition-free

schooling and the hiring of officials and teachers.

In this way there came into being, quite independently from the old organization of

self-government,  new,  multiple,  autonomous  organizations  which,  precisely  because

they originated not by way of a bold revolutionary reform but as discrete patchwork,

formed  an  extremely  complex  and  involved  system  of  often  overlapping  areas  of

competence. However, it is characteristic for the classic country of capitalist economy

that the axis around which this modern self-government was crystallized – so far clearly

on the lowest level in the rural commune – was the organization of public welfare, the

organization for combating pauperism: the “poor” was, in England, to the middle of the

nineteenth century, the official synonym for the worker, just as in a later time of orderly

and modernized conditions,  the  sober expression “hands”  became such a  synonym.

Beside this new organization of self-government, the old counties with their justices of

the  peace  became  a  relic.  The  justice  of  the  peace  fell  to  the  subordinate  role  of

participant in the local council, and supervision of administration was left him only to a

certain extent in matters of highways. When, however, the local administration passed

from the hands of the justice appointed by the Crown to the elected representatives of

the local population, the administrative decentralization by no means increased, but on

the contrary, was eliminated. If, in the old days, the justice of the peace was an all-

powerful  master  in  the  council,  entirely  independent  of  the  central  government,  at

present, the local government is subject on the one hand to the uniform parliamentary

legislation, and on the other to strict control by the central administrative authorities.

The Local Government Board specially created for this purpose controls the activity of

the local boards of guardians and boards of health through visiting inspectors, while the

school boards are subject to the board of education of the state council.

Also, urban self-government in England is a product of most recent times. Only slight

traces survived to modern times of the communal independence of the medieval city.

The modern city, an outcome of the capitalist economy of the nineteenth century, made

a new urban organization indispensable: initiated by the law of 1835, it was not finally

established until 1882.
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The  history  of  self-government  in  Germany  and  Austria  lacks  such  distinctive

features as that of France or England; however, it generally followed the same lines. In

both countries, the division into cities and rural communes resulting from the medieval

development brought about a highly developed self-government of the cities and their

political  independence,  and  also  created  the  political  split,  perhaps  the  greatest  in

Europe, of the state territory into independent feudal areas. After the sixteenth century,

and especially in the eighteenth century, during the time of enlightened absolutism, the

cities completely lost their independence and fell under the authority of the state. At the

same time, the rural communes lost their traditional self-governing institutions, having

completely fallen, through the growth of serfdom, under the authority of landowners.

Although much later than in France, absolutism nevertheless, as the creator of a unified

state authority and territory, triumphed in Germany in the eighteenth century. At the

beginning of the nineteenth century, bureaucratic centralism is everywhere victorious.

However, before long, in connection with the rising big-industrial production and the

aspiration  of  the  bourgeoisie  to  introduce  modern  conditions  into  the  state,  the

development of local self-government on new principles begins. The first general law of

this  kind originated in Austria during the March Revolution.  Actually,  however, the

foundations of the present self-government were laid in Austria by the statute of 1862;

in the respective crownlands, particular communal laws came into being later through

legislation of the Diet.

In Germany, there prevails French law, partly derived from Napoleonic times, which

does  not  distinguish  between  the  urban  and  rural  commune:  for  instance,  in  the

Rhineland, in the Bavarian Palatinate, Hesse, Thuringia, etc.  On the other hind, the

Prussian model prevailing in western and eastern Germany is an independent product.

Although the Prussian urban law dates already from 1808,  the actual period of  the

development of the present self-government in Prussia fell in the sixties and the main

reforms in the seventies and eighties. Among the main areas of urban administration –

province,  district  (Kreis),  and  commune  –  only  the  last  has  well-developed,  self-

governing  institutions,  i.e.,  extensive  power  of  the  representatives  elected  by  the

population; in the remaining ones, representative bodies (Kreistag, Provinzallandtag)

exist  but  they  are  rather  modernized,  medieval  class  diets  and their  competence is

extremely  limited  by  the  competence  of  officials  appointed  by  the  Crown,  such  as

Regierungspräsident in the province, and Landrat in the district.

Local self-government in Russia constitutes one of the most outstanding attempts of

absolutism which,  in the famous “liberal  reforms”  after  the  Sebastopol  catastrophe,

aimed at adjusting the institutions of oriental despotism to the social needs of modern

capitalist economy. Between the peasant reform and the reform of the courts at the

threshold of the “renewed” Russia of Alexander II, stands the law which created the
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territorial institutions. Modeled on the newly established self-governing institutions of

Prussia, the system of the Russian “zemstvo” is a parody of English self-government; it

entrusts the entire local administration to the wealthy nobility, and at the same time

subjects this self-government of the nobility to strict police supervision and the decisive

authority of tsarist bureaucracy.

The law governing elections to the county and gubernial territorial councils happily

combines, in the tri-curial system and indirect elections, the class principle with the

census principle. It makes the county marshal of the nobility the ex-officio chairman in

the district council, and securing in it to the nobility curia half of the seats suspends

over all resolutions of the council, like a Damocles sword, the threatening veto of the

governor.

As a result of this peculiarity of Russia’s social development, which, in the period

before  1905  made  not  the  urban  bourgeoisie,  but  certain  strata  of  the  nobility  the

advocates  of  “liberal  dreams”  however  pale,  even  this  parody  of  self-governing

institutions  represented  by  the  Russian  zemstvos  has  become,  in  the  hands  of  the

nobility, a framework for serious social and cultural activity. However, the sharp clash

that immediately arose between liberalism, nestling in the territorial administration, on

the one hand, and the bureaucracy and government on the other, glaringly illuminated

the  genuine  contradiction  between  modern self-government  and the  medieval  state

apparatus of absolutisni. Beginning a few years after the introduction of the zemstvos,

the collision with the power of  the governors extends like a red thread through the

history of self-government in Russia, oscillating between the deportation of recalcitrant

council chairmen to more or less distant regions; and the boldest dreams of Russian

liberals in the form of an all-Russian Congress of zemstvos which was supposed to be

transformed into a constituent assembly that would abolish absolutism in a peaceful

manner.

The few years of the action of the [1905] revolution solved this historical collision,

violently moving the Russian nobility to the side of reaction and depriving the parody of

territorial  self-government  of  any  mystifying  resemblances  to  liberalism.  Thus  was

clearly demonstrated the impossibility of reconciling the democratic self-government

indispensable  In  a  bourgeois  society  with  the  rule  of  absolutism,  as  well  as  the

impossibility  of  grafting  modern  bourgeois  democracy  onto  the  class  action  of  the

territorial nobility and its institutions. Local self-government in the modern sense in

only one of the details of the general political program whose implementation in the

entire state constitutes the task of the revolution.

In particular, the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania must participate in this political

reform. This Kingdom is at sent a unique example of a country with a highly developed
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bourgeois economy which, however, is deprived of any traces of local self-government.

In ancient Poland, a country of natural economy and gentry rule, there obviously was

no  local  self-government.  Polish  district  and  provincial  councils  possessed  only

functions  connected  with  elections  to  the  sejm.  Although  cities  possessed  their

Magdeburg laws, imported from Germany and standing outside the national law, in the

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with the complete decline of cities, the majority

of them fell under the law of serfdom or regressed to the status of rural settlements and

communes, and in consequence urban self-government disappeared.

The Duchy of Warsaw, which was an experiment of Napoleon, was endowed with a

system of self-government bodily transferred from France, not the one which was the

product of revolution, but a self-government squeezed in the clamps of the Statute of

Pluvois 28. The Duchy was divided into departments, counties, and communes with

“municipal” self-governments and “prefects” who appointed municipal councillors from

a list of candidates elected at county diets, which was a slavish copy of the Napoleonic

“listes de confiance” in the department. These bodies, destined mainly to impose state

taxes, had only advisory functions otherwise, and lacked any executive organs.

In the Congress Kingdom, the French apparatus was completely abolished; only the

departments  remained,  renamed  “voyvodship.”  However,  they  still  had  no  self-

governing  functions,  only  a  certain  influence  on  the  election  of  judges  and

administrative officials. After the November Insurrection [1830], even this remnant of

self-governing  forms  was  abolished,  and  with  the  exception  of  the  short  period  of

Wielopolski’s experiment in 1861, when provincial and county as well as urban councils

were created on the basis of indirect,  multilevel elections and without any executive

organs, the country to this day remains without any form of self-government. A weak

class commune crippled by the government is the only relic in this field. Consequently,

the Kingdom of Poland represents at present, after a hundred years of the operation of

Russian absolutism,  some analogy to  that  tabula rasa  which  the  Great  Revolution

created in France in order to erect on this ground a radical and democratic reform of

self-government unrestricted by any historical survivals.

III

Karl Kautsky characterizes the basic attitude of Social Democracy to the question of

autonomy as follows:

The centralization of the legislative process did not by any means involve the complete

centralization  of  administration.  On  the  contrary.  The  same  classes  which  needed
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unification of the laws were obliged thereafter to bring the state power under their control.

However, this took place only incompletely under the parliamentary form of government,

in which the government is  dependent on the legislature.  The administration, with the

whole bureaucratic  apparatus at  its  disposal,  was  nominally  subordinate  to  the central

legislature,  but  the  executive  often  turned  out  to  be  stronger  in  practice.  The

administration influences the voters in the legislature through its bureaucracy and through

its power in local matters; it corrupts the legislators through its power to do them favors.

However, the strongly centralized bureaucracy shows itself less and less able to cope with

the increasing tasks of the state administration. It is overcome by them. The results are:

fumbling, delays, postponing the most important matters, complete misunderstanding of

the rapidly changing needs of practical life, massive waste of time and labor in superfluous

pencil work. These are the rapidly increasing shortcomings of bureaucratic centralism.

Thus there arises, along with the striving for uniformity of legislation, after the several

provincial  legislatures  have  been  superseded  by  a  central  parliament,  a  striving  for

decentralization  of  administration,  for  local  administration  of  the  provinces  and

communes. The one and the other are characteristic of the modern state.

“This  self-government  does  not  mean the restoration of  medieval  particularism.  The

commune [Gemeinde] and likewise the province) does not become a self-sufficient entity

as it once was. It remains a component part of the great whole, the nation, [Here used as

synonymous with “state.” – Kautsky] and has to work for it and within the limits that it

sets. The rights and duties of the individual communes as against the state are not laid

down in special treaties. They are a product of the general system of laws, determined for

all by the central power of the state; they are determined by the interests of the whole state

or  the  nation,  not  by  those  of  the  several  communes.”  –  K.  Kautsky,  Der

Parlamentarismus, die Volksgesetzgebung und die Sozialdemokratie, p.48.

If  Comrade  Stampfer  will  keep  separate  the  centralization  of  administration  and  the

centralization  of  the  legislative  process,  he  will  find  that  the  paths  being  followed  by

German and Austrian Social Democracy respectively are not diverging at all, but are going

in  the  same  direction  as  the  whole  of  modern  democracy.  Opposition  to  all  special

privileges in the country,  strengthening of  the  central  legislature  at  the expense of  the

provincial  parliaments  as  well  as  of  the  government  administration;  weakening  of  the

central  administration  both  through  the  strengthening  of  the  central  legislature  and

through the devolution of self-administration to the communes and provinces – this latter

process taking, in Austria, in accordance with its own local conditions, the form of self-

administration  of  the  nationalities  –  but  a  self-administration  regulated  for  the  whole

country by the central legislature along uniform lines: that is, in spite of all historical and

other social differences, in Germany and Austria the position of Social Democracy on the

question of centralism and particularism.[5]

We have  quoted  the  above  extensive  argument  of  Kautsky  on  the  question  we  are

examining but not because we unreservedly share his views. The leading idea of this

argument: the division of modern state centralism into administrative and legislative,

the rejection of  the  former and the absolute  reognition of  the  latter,  appears  to us

somewhat  too  formalistic  and  not  quite  precise.  Local  autonomy  –  provincial,

Rosa Luxemburg: The National Question (Chap.4) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch0...

21 of 24 9/20/2018, 9:28 PM



municipal, and communal – does not at all do away with administrative centralism:

autonomy covers only strictly local matters, while the administration of the state as a

whole -mains in the hands of  the central  authority,  which, even in such democratic

states as Switzerland, shows a constant tendency to extend its competence.

An outstanding feature of modern administration in contradistinction to medieval

particularism  is  precisely  the  strict  supervision  by  central  institutions  and  the

subordination of the local administration to the uniform direction and control the state

authorities. A typical illustration of this arrangement is the dependence of the modern

self-governing officials in England on the central offices and even the special creation

over  them  of  a  central  Local  Government  Board  which  eliminates  genuine

administrative  decentralization  represented  by  the  old  system  in  which,  it  will  be

recalled, the all-powerful justices of the peace were entirely independent of the central

government.  In  the  same  way,  the  most  recent  development  of  self-government  in

France  paves  anew  the  way  to  democratization,  and  at  the  same  time  gradually

eliminates the independence of the prefect from the central ministries, a system that

had characterized the government of the Second Empire.

The  above  phenomenon  also  completely  corresponds  to  the  general  direction  of

political development. A strong central government is an institution peculiar not only to

the epoch of absolutism at the dawn of bourgeois development but also to bourgeois

society itself in its highest stage, flowering, and decline. The more external policy –

commercial, aggressive, colonial – becomes the axis of the life of capitalism, the more

we enter into the period of imperialistic “global” policy, which is a normal phase of the

development of bourgeois economy, and the more capitalism needs a strong authority,

a powerful central government which concentrates in its hands all the resources of the

state for the protection of its interests outside. Hence, modern autonomy, even in its

widest application,  finds definite  barriers in all  those attributes of  power which are

related to the foreign policy of a state.

On the  other  hand,  autonomy itself  puts  up  barriers  to  legislative  centralization,

because without  certain  legislative  competences,  even narrowly  outlined and purely

local, no self-government is possible. The power of issuing within a certain sphere, on

its  own initiative,  laws  binding  for  the  population,  and not  merely  supervising  the

execution of laws issued by the central legislative body, constitutes precisely the soul

and  core  of  self-government  in  the  modern  democratic  sense  –  it  forms  the  basic

function  of  municipal  and  communal  councils  as  well  as  of  provincial  diets  or

departmental councils. Only when the latter in France acquired the right of deciding in

the  last  instance  about  their  problems  instead  of  submitting  their  opinions  in  a

consultative capacity, and particularly when they acquired the right of drafting their

independent budget, only from that time dates the real beginning of the autonomy of
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the  departments.  In  the  same  way,  the  foundation  of  urban  self-government  in

Germany is the right of establishing the budget of the towns, and in connection with

this the independent fixing of supplements to the state taxes and also the introduction

of new communal taxes (although within limits fixed by state law). Further, when, for

instance, the city council of Berlin or Paris issues binding regulations concerning the

building code,  insurance duties for  home industry,  employment and unemployment

aid,  the  city  sewage-disposal  system,  communications,  etc.,  all  these  are  legislative

activities. The axis of the incessant struggle between local representatives and organs of

the  central  administration  is  the  democratic  tendency  constantly  to  expand  the

legislative  competence  of  the  elected  organs  and  to  reduce  the  administrative

competence of the appointed organs.

The  attitude  to  local  autonomy  –  its  legislative  and  administrative  functions  –

constitutes the theoretical basis of the political fight which has been going on for a long

time between Social Democracy on the one hand and the government and the bourgeois

parties on the other. The latter hold a uniform view on the matter in question except for

a  small  group  of  extreme-left  progressives.  While  the  theory  of  bourgeois  reaction

maintains  that  local  self-government  is,  by  its  nature,  only  a  localization  of  state

administrations, that the commune, district, or province as a financial unit is called to

administer the  state  property,  Social  Democracy defends the view that  a commune,

district, or province is a social body called upon to take care – in a local sphere – of a

number of social matters and not only financial ones. The practical conclusion of these

two theories is that the bourgeois parties insist that electoral rights to self-governing

bodies should be limited by a property qualification, while Social Democracy calls for a

universal and equal electoral right for the whole population. Generally speaking, the

progress  of  modern  self  government  toward  democracy  can  be  measured  by  the

expansion of the groups of population which participate in self-government by way of

elections, as well  as by the degree to which their representative bodies extend their

competence. The transfer of some activities from the administration to the legislative,

representative  bodies  is  a  measure  extending  the  latter’s  competence.  It  seems

therefore  that  the  centralized  state  apparatus  can  be  separated  from  local  self-

government,  and  modern  self-government  from  feudal  and  petit  bourgeois

particularism. This can be done, in our opinion, not by a formalistic approach, whereby

the legislative and the administrative powers are separated,  but by separating some

spheres of social life – namely those which constitute the core of a capitalist economy

and of a big bourgeois state – from the sphere of local interests.

In  particular,  Kautsky’s  formula  including  national  autonomy  under  the  general

heading  of  local  self-government  would,  in  view  of  his  theory  about  legislative

centralization lead Social Democracy to refuse to recognize regional diets on the ground
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that  they  were  a  manifestation  of  legislative  decentralization,  i.e.,  medieval

particularism.  Kautsky’s  arguments  are  in  their  essence  extremely  valuable  as  an

indication concerning the general tendency in Social Democratic policy, concerning its

basic  standpoint  toward  centralism  and  big  power  policy  on  the  one  hand  and

particularistic tendencies on the other. But precisely from the same foundations from

which, in all capitalistic states, grows local self-government, there also grows in certain

conditions national autonomy, with local legislation as an independent manifestation of

modern social development, which has as little in common with medieval particularism

as the present-day city council has with a parliament of the ancient Hanseatic republic.

[1] Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (New York: International
Publishers, 1969), pp.121-23.

[2] Quoted in Avalov, Decentralization and Self-government in France, Departmental
Councils from the Reform of Bonaparte to Our Days, p.246. Original note by R.L.

[3] This fact is quoted by G. Weill, Histoire du mouvement social en France (1904), p.12.
Original note by R.L.

[4] Ibid., p.11. Original note by R.L.

[5] Karl Kautsky, Partikularismus and Sozialdemokratie, in Die Neue Zeit, 1898-1899, Vol.I,
pp.505-06.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The National Question

Capitalism transforms social  life  from the material  foundations up to the top – the

cultural aspects. It has produced a whole series of entirely new economic phenomena:

big industry, machine production, proletarization, concentration of property, industrial

crises,  capitalist  monopolies,  modern  industry,  labor  of  women  and  children,  etc.

Capitalism has produced a new center of social life: the big city, as well as a new social

class:  the  professional  intelligentsia.  Capitalist  economy  with  its  highly  developed

division of labor and constant progress of technology needs a large specialized staff of

employees  with  technical  training:  engineers,  chemists,  architects,  electricians,  etc.

Capitalist industry and commerce need a whole army of lawyers: attorneys, notaries,

judges, etc. Bourgeois management, especially in big cities, has made health a public

matter  and  developed  for  its  service  large  numbers  of  physicians,  pharmacists,

midwives,  dentists,  as  well  as  public  hospitals  with  appropriate  staffs.  Capitalist

production  requires  not  only  specially  trained  production  managers  but  universal,

elementary, popular education, both to raise the general  cultural level of  the people

which creates ever growing needs, and consequently demand for mass articles, and to

develop a  properly educated and intelligent  worker capable  of  operating  large-scale

industry.  Hence,  bourgeois  society  everywhere,  popular  education  and  vocational

training  are  indispensable.  Consequently  we  see  public  schools  and  numerous

elementary, secondary, and college teachers, libraries, reading rooms, etc.

Capitalistic production and participation in the world market are impossible without

appropriately  extensive,  speedy,  and  constant  communication  –  both  material  and

cultural.  Bourgeois society  has thus created on the one hand railroads and modern

postal and telegraph services, and on the other based on these material foundations – a

periodical press, a social phenomenon which before was entirely unknown. To work for

the  press  there  has  come  into  being  in  bourgeois  society  a  numerous  category  of

professional  journalists  and  publicists.  Capitalism  has  made  any  manifestation  of
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human energy, including artistic creativity, an object of commerce, while on the other

hand, by making art objects accessible to the broad masses of the people through mass

production, it has made art an everyday need of at least urban society. Theater, music,

painting, sculpture, which, in the period of natural economy had been a monopoly and

private  luxury  of  individual,  powerful  sponsors,  are  in  bourgeois  society  a  public

institution and part and parcel of the normal daily life of the urban population. The

worker’s  cultural  needs  are  met  in  the  taverns  or  beer  gardens and by cheap book

illustrations and junky ornaments; he adorns his person and his lodging with artistic

tawdriness, while the bourgeoisie has at its disposal philharmonics, first-rate theaters,

works  of  genius,  and  objects  of  elegance.  However,  the  one  and the  other  kind  of

consumption calls forth a numerous class of artists and artistic producers.

In this way capitalism creates a whole new culture: public education, development of

science, the flowering of learning, journalism, a specifically geared art. However, these

are not just mechanical appendages to the bare process of production or mechanically

separated lifeless parts. The culture of bourgeois society itself constitutes a living and to

some extent autonomous entity. In order to exist or develop, this society not only needs

certain relationships of production, exchange, a nd communication, but it also creates a

certain  set  of  intellectual  relations  within  the  framework  of  contradictory  class

interests. If the class struggle is a natural product of the capitalist economy then its

natural needs are the conditions that mike this class struggle possible; hence not only

modern political forms, democracy, parliamentarianism, but also open public life, with

an  open  exchange  of  views  and  conflicting  convictions,  an  intense  intellectual  life,

which  alone  makes  the  struggle  of  classes  and parties  possible.  Popular  education,

journalism, science, art – growing at first within the framework of capitalist production

– become in themselves an indispensable need and condition of existence of modern

society.  Schools,  libraries,  newspapers,  theaters,  public  lectures,  public  discussions

grow into the normal conditions of life, into the indispensable intellectual atmosphere

of each member of the modern, particularly urban society, even outside the connection

of these phenomena with economic conditions. In a word, the vulgar material process

of capitalism creates a whole new ideological “superstructure” with an existence and

development which are to some extent autonomous.

However,  capitalism  does  not  create  that  intellectual  spirit  in  the  air  or  in  the

theoretical void of abstraction, but in a definite territory, a definite social environment,

a  definite  language,  within  the  framework  of  certain  traditions,  in  a  word,  within

definite  national  forms.  Consequently,  by  that  very  culture  it  sets  apart  a  certain

territory and a certain population as a cultural  national entity in which it  creates a

special, closer cohesion and connection of intellectual interests.

Any ideology is basically only a superstructure of the material and class conditions of
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a given epoch. However, at the same time, the ideology of each epoch harks back to the

ideological  results  of  the  preceding epochs,  while  on the other  hand it  has  its  own

logical development in a certain area. This is illustrated by the sciences as well as by

religion, philosophy, and art.

The cultural and aesthetic values created by capitalism in a given environment not

only assume a certain national quality through the main organ of cultural production,

i.e.,  the  language,  but  merge  with  the  traditional  culture  of  society,  whose  history

becomes saturated with its distinct cultural characteristics; in a word, this culture turns

into a national culture with an existence and development of its own. The basic features

and  foundations  of  modern  culture  in  all  bourgeois  countries  are  common,

international, and the tendency of contemporary development is doubtless toward an

ever greater community of international culture. However, within the framework of this

highly cosmopolitan, bourgeois culture, French is clearly distinguished from English

culture, German from Dutch, Polish from Russian, as so many separate types.

The borderlines of historical stages and the historical “seams” are least detectable in

the development of an ideology.[1] Because the modern capitalist culture is an heir to

and continuator  of  earlier  cultures,  what  develops  is  the  continuity  and monolithic

quality of a national culture which, on the surface, shows no connection with the period

of  capitalist  economy  and  bourgeois  rule.  For  the  phrasemonger  of  the  “National

Democracy,” or mindless “sociologist” of social patriotism, the culture of present-day

Poland is, in its core, the same unchanged “culture of the Polish nation” as at the time

of Batory or Stanislas Augustus, while Straszewicz, Swiatochowski, and Sienkiewicz are

direct-line spiritual heirs of Rey of Nagtowice, Pasek, and Mickiewicz. In fact, however,

the literature and the press in modern, bourgeois Poland are appallingly trivial; Polish

science  and  the  entire  Polish  culture  are  appallingly  poor:  they  belong  in  a  new

historical  stage  completely  alien  in  spirit  and  content  to  the  old  culture  of  feudal

Poland,  mirrored  in  its  last  monumental  work,  Pan  Tadeusz.  Present-day  Polish

culture, in all its destitution, is a modern product of the same capitalist development

that chained Poland to Russia and placed at the head of society, in the role of ruling

class, a rabble of heterogeneous money-makers without a past, without a revolutionary

tradition, and professional traitors to the national cause. The present-day bourgeois

learning, art, and journalism of Poland are in spirit and content ideological hieroglyphs

from which a materialist historian reads the history of the fall of gentry Poland, the

history of “organic work,” conciliation, National Democracy, deputations, memoranda,

up to the “national”  elections to the tsarist  Duma under a state of  emergency,  and

“national” teens to murder Polish Socialist workers. Capitalism created modern Polish

national culture, annihilating in the same process Polish national independence.
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Capitalism annihilated Polish national independence but at the same time created

modern Polish national culture. This national culture is a product indispensable within

the frame-work of  bourgeois Poland;  its  existence and development are  a  historical

necessity,  connected  with  the  capitalistic  development  itself.  The  development  of

capitalism,  which  chained  Poland  to  Russia  by  socio-economic  ties,  undermined

Russian absolutism, united and revolutionized the Russian and Polish proletariat as a

class called upon to overthrow absolutism, and in this way created, under the Tsars, the

indispensable preconditions for achieving political freedom. But within the framework

and against the background of this general tendency toward the democratization of the

state, capitalism at the same time knit more closely the socio-economic and cultural-

national  life  of  the  Polish kingdom,  thus  preparing the objective  conditions  for  the

realization of Polish national autonomy.

As we have seen, the requirements of the capitalist system lead with historic necessity

in  all  modern  states  to  the  development  of  local  self-government  through  the

participation of the people in carrying out socio-political functions on all levels, from

the commune to the district and province. Where, however, inside a modern state there

exist distinct nationality districts constituting at the same time territories with certain

economic and social  distinctions,  the  same requirements  of  the  bourgeois  economy

make self-government on the highest, country-wide level, indispensable. On this level,

local self-government is also transformed, as a result of a new factor, national-cultural

distinctness,  into  a  special  type  of  democratic  institution  applicable  only  in  quite

specific conditions.

The  Moscow-Vladimir  industrial  district,  with  its  economic  achievements,  local

specific interests, and concentration of population, differs certainly as much from the

vast Russian space surrounding it as does the Kingdom of Poland. However, the factor

distinguishing our country from the central district of Russia in a decisive way, is the

distinctness of the cultural-national existence, which creates a whole sphere of separate

common interests besides purely economic and social ones. Just as an urban or village

commune,  district,  department  or  gubernia,  province  or  region  must  possess,  in

keeping with the spirit of modern self-government, a certain range of local legislation

contained within the framework of state laws, national self-government, in the spirit of

democracy, must be based on the representation of the people and their power of local

legislation within the framework of state laws, to satisfy the national socio-economic

and cultural-national needs.

The entire modern culture is, above all, a class, bourgeois culture. Learning and art,

school  and  theater,  professional  intelligentsia,  the  press  –  all  primarily  serve  the

bourgeois  society,  are  imbued  with  its  principles,  its  spirit,  its  tendency.  But  the

institutions of the bourgeois system, like the capitalist development itself, are, in the
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spirit of the historical dialectic, twofold, double-edged phenomena: the means of class

development and rule are at the same time so many means for the rise of the proletariat

as a class to the struggle for emancipation, for the abolition of bourgeois rule. Political

freedom,  parliamentarianism  are,  in  all  present-day  states,  tools  for  building  up

capitalism and the interests of the bourgeoisie as the ruling class. However, the same

democratic  institutions and bourgeois parliamentarianism are,  at  a certain level,  an

indispensable  school  of  the  proletariat’s  political  and class  maturity,  a  condition of

organizing it into a Social Democratic party, of training it in open class struggle.

The  same  applies  to  the  sphere  of  the  intellect.  The  basic  school,  elementary

education,  is  necessary  for  bourgeois  society  in  order  to  create  appropriate  mass

consumption as well as an appropriate contingent of able working hands. But the same

school and education become the basic tools of the proletariat as a revolutionary class.

The  social,  historical,  philosophical,  and  natural  sciences  are  today  the  ideological

products of the bourgeoisie and expressions of its needs and class tendencies. But on a

certain level of its development the working class recognizes that for it also “knowledge

is power” – not in the tasteless sense of bourgeois individualism and its preachings of

“industriousness and diligence” as a means of achieving “happiness,” but in the sense of

knowledge  as  a  lever  of  class  struggle,  as  the  revolutionary  consciousness  of  the

working masses. Finally, socialism, which links the interest of the workers as a class

with the development and future of mankind as a great cultural brotherhood, produces

a particular affinity of the proletarian struggle with the interests of culture as a whole,

and  causes  the  seemingly  contradictory  and  paradoxical  phenomenon  that  the

conscious proletariat is today in all countries the most ardent and idealistic advocate of

the interests of learning and art, the same bourgeois culture of which it is today the

disinherited stepchild.

The  national  autonomy of  the  Kingdom of  Poland is  primarily  necessary  for  the

Polish bourgeoisie to strengthen its class rule and to develop its institutions in order to

exploit and oppress with no restrictions whatsoever. In the same way as the modern

state-political parliamentary institutions, and, as their corollary, the institutions of local

self-government are on a certain level an indispensable tool of bourgeois rule and a

close  harmonization  of  all  state  and  social  functions  with  the  interests  of  the

bourgeoisie,  in a narrower sense, national autonomy is an indispensable tool of  the

strict application of the social functions in a certain territory to the special bourgeois

interests  of  that  territory.  Absolutism,  which safe-guarded the crudest  although the

most important vital interest of the ruling classes, viz., the limitless exploitation of the

working strata, naturally, at the same time, sacrificed to its own interests and working

methods all subtle interests and forms of bourgeois rule, i.e., treated them with Asiatic

ruthlessness.  Political  liberty  and  self-government  will  eventually  give  the  Polish
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bourgeoisie the possibility of utilizing a number of presently neglected social functions

– schools, religious worship, and the entire cultural-spiritual life of the country – for its

own class interests. By manning all offices of the administration, judiciary, and politics,

the bourgeoisie will be able to assimilate genuinely these natural organs of class rule

with the spirit and home needs of bourgeois society, and so turn them into flexible,

accurate, and subtle tools of the Polish ruling classes. National autonomy, as a part of

all-state political freedom, is, in a word, the most mature political form of bourgeois

rule in Poland.

However, precisely for this reason, autonomy is an indispensable class need of the

Polish proletariat. The riper the bourgeois institutions grow, the deeper they penetrate

the social functions, the more ground they cover within the variegated intellectual and

aesthetic sphere, the broader grows the battlefield and the bigger the number of firing

lines wherefrom the proletariat  conducts the class struggle.  The more unrestrictedly

and efficiently the development of bourgeois society proceeds, the more courageously

and  surely  advances  the  consciousness,  political  maturity,  and  unification  of  the

proletariat as a class.

The  Polish  proletariat  needs  for  its  class  struggle  all  the  components  of  which  a

spiritual culture is made; primarily, its interests, essentially based on the solidarity of

nations  and  striving  toward  it,  require  the  elimination  of  national  oppression,  and

guarantees against such oppression worked out in the course of social development.

Moreover,  a  normal,  broad,  and  unrestricted  cultural  life  of  the  country  is  just  as

indispensable for the development of the proletariat’s class struggle as for the existence

of bourgeois society itself.

National autonomy has the same aims as are contained in the political program of the

Polish  proletariat:  the  overthrow  of  absolutism  and  the  achievement  of  political

freedom in the country at large; this is but a part of the program resulting both from the

progressive  trends  of  capitalist  development  and  from  the  class  interests  of.  the

proletariat.

II

The national  separateness of  a  certain territory in  a modern state is  not  by  itself  a

sufficient basis for autonomy; the relationship between nationality and political life is

precisely  what  calls  for  closer  examination.  Theoreticians  of  nationalism  usually

consider nationality in general as a natural, unchangeable phenomenon, outside social

development,  a  conservative  phenomenon  resisting  all  historical  vicissitudes,  In
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accordance with this  view bourgeois nationalism finds the main sources of  national

vitality  and  strength  not  in  the  modern  historical  formation,  i.e.,  urban,  bourgeois

culture, but, on the contrary, in the traditional forms of life of the rural population. The

peasant mass with its social conservatism appears to the romantics of nationalism as

the only genuine mainstay of the national culture, an unshakable fortress of national

distinctness,  the  stronghold  of  the  proper  national  genius  and spirit.  When,  in  the

middle of the last century, there began to flourish, in connection with the nationalist

trend in the politics of Central Europe, so-called folklorism, it turned above all to the

traditional forms of peasant culture as to the treasury in which every nation deposits

“the threads of its thoughts and the flowers of its feelings.” In the same way at present,

the recently awakened Lithuanian, Byelorussian, and Ukrainian nationalism bases itself

entirely on the rural population and its conservative forms of existence, significantly

starting the cultivation of this age-old and virgin national field with spreading primers

and the Holy Scripture in the national language and national orthography. Already, in

the  1880s,  when  the  pseudo-socialistic  and  pseudo-revolutionary  Glos  [Voice]  was

published  in  Warsaw,  the  Polish  National  Democracy  too,  following  its  infallible

reactionary  instinct,  turned its  peculiar  national  sentiments,  happily  married to the

anti-Semitism of the urban bourgeoisie,  toward the rural  population.  Finally,  in the

same way, the most re-cent “nationalist” current in Russia, the party of Mr. Korfanty

and Company, is based mainly on the conservatism of the rural population of Upper

Silesia, exploited as a foundation for economic and political success by the reactionary

Polish petite bourgeoisie.

On the other hand, the problem of which social strata constitute the proper guardians

of national culture has recently caused an interesting exchange of views in the Social

Democratic camp.

In the study of the “nationality question, “ quoted by us several times, Karl Kautsky,

criticizing the work of the Austrian party publicist Otto Bauer on the same subject, says:

Class differences lead Bauer to the paradoxical opinion that only those portions of a nation

constitute  a  nation  which  participate  in  the  culture:  consequently,  until  now,  only  the

ruling and exploiting classes.

”In the period of the Staufers” – writes Bauer – “the nation existed only in the cultural

community  of  knighthood  ...  A  homogeneous  national  character  produced  by  the

homogeneity of cultural influences, was only the character of one class of the nation ...

The peasant did not share in anything that united the nation. Therefore the German

peasants do not at all constitute the nation; they are the Hintersassen of the nation. In

a  society  based  on  the  private  ownership  of  the  means  of  production,  the  ruling

classes constitute the nation – formerly the knighthood, today the educated people, as

a community of people in whom uniform education developed by the nation’s history,

with the help of a common language and national education, develops an affinity of
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characters.  On  the  other  hand  the  broad  popular  masses  do  not  constitute  the

nation.”[2]

According to Bauer only the socialist  system, by making the masses of  the working

people participants in the entirety of the culture, will turn these masses into a nation.

Kautsky replies to these arguments as follows:

This is a very subtle thought with a very right core but in the nationality question it leads to

a false road, for it treats the concept of nation in such a way as to make simply impossible

the understanding of the force of the national thought in all classes in the present, and the

bases of the present national contradictions of entire nations. Bauer conflicts here with the

observation made by Renner[3]  that  it  is  precisely the  peasant who is  the preserver  of

nationality.  Renner  demonstrates  that  in  Austria  (including  Hungary),  during  the  last

century, a number of cities changed their nationality, becoming Hungarian or Czech rather

than German. On the other hand German cities, specifically Vienna, absorbed an immense

influx of foreign nationalities and assimilated them to the German nation. However, in the

countryside the linguistic  boundaries  have practically  not  shifted.  Actually,  in  Austria’s

major cities, the process of Germanization has achieved its goal; at the beginning of the

nineteenth century they had all  been German cities,  with the exception at  the most  of

Galicia, Croatia, and the Italian towns. By contrast, the peasant population is the one that

remained  national;  the  tendencies  toward  making  Austria  a  national  state  shattered

against the peasantry. The peasant firmly adheres to his nationality as to any tradition,

while the city dweller, especially the educated one, assimilates much more easily.[4]

In  the  course  of  his  study,  Kautsky  is  forced  to  considerably  revise  his  reasoning.

Examining more closely the foundations of modern national movements, he points out

that precisely the bourgeois development calling into existence a new social class, the

professional  intelligentsia,  creates  in  this  form  the  main  fact  of  the  contemporary

national  idea  and  a  pillar  of  national  life.  It  is  true  that  the  same  development

simultaneously  leads  the  social  and  cultural  life  of  present-day  nationalities,  and

particularly  of  the  intelligentsia  to  international  paths,  and  from  this  standpoint

Kautsky rightly reverses the perspective outlined by Bauer, by explaining that the task

of  the  great  socialist  reform  in  the  future  will  not  be  the  nationalization,  i.e.,  the

national separation of the working masses, but, on the contrary, blazing the trail for one

universal, international culture in which distinct nationalities will disappear. However,

in present-day conditions, the role of the urban, or strictly speaking, bourgeois element,

is decisive for the fate of nationalities. If Kautsky in agreement with Renner points to a

whole series of Slavic critics Germanized at the beginning of the nineteenth century in

the Hapsburg  monarchy as an example  of  the  national  non-resistance of  the  urban

element, these facts may actually serve only as an illustration of the petit bourgeois

conditions of the pre-capitalist era by which doubtless the urban life in the Slavic lands

of Austria was characterized at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The further

development  of  events,  a  definite  swing  of  the  same  type  of  critics  to  their  own
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nationality in the last few decades, which is confirmed by Kautsky and Renner, is, on

the other hand, a striking example of how far the rise of its own bourgeois development

in a country, its own industry, its own big city life, its own “national” bourgeoisie and

intelligentsia, as it occurred for example in Bohemia, can form the basis for a resistant

national policy and for an active political life connected with it.

The emphasis on the peasant element in connection with the fate of nationality is

correct so far as the quite passive preservation of national peculiarities in the ethnic

group is concerned: speech, mores, dress, and also, usually in close connection with

this, a certain religion. The conservatism of peasant life makes possible the preservation

of nationality within these narrow bounds and explains the resistance for centuries to

any denationalization policy, regardless of either the ruthlessness of the methods or the

cultural  superiority  of  the  aggressive  foreign  nationality.  This  is  proved  by  the

preservation of speech and national type among the South Slavic tribes of Turkey and

Hungary,  the  preservation  of  the  peculiarities  of  the  Byelorussians,  Ruthenians,

Lithuanians in the Russian empire, of the Masurians and Lithuanians in East Prussia,

or the Poles in Upper Silesia, etc.

However,  a  national  culture  preserved  in  this  traditional-peasant  manner  is

incapable of playing the role of an active element in contemporary political-social life,

precisely  because  it  is  entirely  a  product  of  tradition,  is  rooted  in  past  conditions,

because – to use the words of Marx – the peasant class stands in today’s bourgeois

society outside of culture, constituting rather a “piece of barbarism” surviving in that

culture. The peasant, as a national “outpost,” is always and a priori a culture of social

barbarism,  a  basis  of  political  reaction,  doomed by historical  evolution.  No serious

political-national movement in present-day conditions is possible solely on a national

peasant  foundation.  And  only  when  the  present  urban  classes-bourgeoisie,  petite

bourgeoisie,  and  bourgeois-intelligentsia  –  become  the  promoters  of  the  national

movement, will it be possible to develop, in certain defined circumstances, the seeming

phenomenon of the national contradictions and national aspirations of “entire nations,”

referred to by Kautsky.

Thus,  local  autonomy in the sense of  the self-government of  a certain nationality

territory is only possible where the respective nationality possesses its own bourgeois

development, urban life, intelligentsia, its own literary and scholarly life. The Congress

Kingdom demonstrates all these conditions. Its population is nationally homogeneous

because the Polish element has a decisive preponderance over other nationalities in the

country’s  whole  area,  with  the  exception  of  the  Suwalki  gubernia  in  which  the

Lithuanians prevail.  Out  of  the overall  population of  9,402,253 the Poles constitute

6,755,503,  while  of  the  remaining  nationalities  the  Jews  and  Germans  are  mainly

concentrated in the cities where, however, they do not represent a foreign bourgeois
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intelligentsia, but, on the contrary, are considerably assimilated by Polish cultural life,

while  the  Russians,  except  in  the  Lublin  and Siedlce  regions,  represent  mainly  the

influx  of  bureaucratic  elements  alien  to  Polish  society.  The  percentage  of  total

population  of  these  nationalities  in  the  respective  provinces,  with  the  exception  of

Suwalki, appears, according to the census of 1897, as follows:

Gubernia Poles     Jews    Germans Russians

Kalisz    83.9%   7.6   7.3   1.1

Kielce 87.6 10.9 —   1.2

Lublin 61.3 12.7   0.2 21.0

Lomza 77.4 15.8   0.8   5.5

Piotrokow 71.9 15.2 10.6   1.6

Plock 80.4   9.6   6.7   3.3

Radom 83.8 13.8   1.1   1.4

Siedlce 66.1 15.5     1.4 16.5

Warsaw 73.6 16.4   4.0   5.4

Thus, in all the gubernias except two, and in the country as a whole, the Polish element

constitutes  more  than  70  percent  of  the  population;  it  is,  moreover,  the  decisive

element in the socio-cultural development of the country.

However, the situation looks different when we turn to the Jewish nationality.

Jewish national autonomy, not in the sense of freedom of school, religion, place of

residence, and equal civic rights, but in the sense of the political self-government of the

Jewish population with its own legislation and administration, as it were parallel to the

autonomy  of  the  Congress  Kingdom,  is  an  entirely  utopian  idea.  Strangely,  this

conviction prevails also in the camp of extreme Polish nationalists, e.g., in the so-called

“Revolutionary Faction” of the PPS, where it is based on the simple circumstance that

the Jewish nationality  does  not  possess  a  “territory  of  its  own” within  the  Russian

empire.  But  national  autonomy  conceived  in  accordance  with  that  group’s  own

standpoint, i.e., as the sum of freedoms and rights to self-determination of a certain

group of people linked by language, tradition, and psychology, is in itself a construction

lying beyond historical conditions, fluttering in mid-air, and therefore one that can be

easily conceived, as it were, “in the air,” i.e., without any definite territory. On the other

hand, an autonomy that grows historically together with local self-government, on the

basis of modern bourgeois-democratic development, is actually as inseparable from a

certain territory as the bourgeois state itself, and cannot be imagined without it to the

same extent as “non-territorial” communal or urban self-government. It is true that the
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Jewish  population  was  completely  under  the  influence  of  modern  capitalistic

development in the Russian empire and shares the economic, political, and spiritual

interests of particular groups in that society. But on the one hand, these interests were

never  territorially  separated so  as  to  become specifically  Jewish capitalist  interests;

rather,  they are common interests of  the Jewish and other people in the country at

large. On the other hand, this capitalist development does not lead to a separation of

bourgeois  Jewish  culture,  but  acts  in  an  exactly  opposite  direction,  leading  to  the

assimilation of the Jewish bourgeois,  urban intelligentsia, to their absorption by the

Polish  or  Russian  people.  If  the  national  distinctness  of  the  Lithuanians  or

Byelorussians  is  based  on  the  backward  peasant  people,  the  Jewish  national

distinctness in Russia and Poland is based on the socially backward petite bourgeoisie,

on small production, small trade, small-town life, and – let us add parenthetically – on

the close relation of the nationality in question to religion. In view of the above, the

national distinctness of the Jews, which is supposed to be the basis of non-territorial

Jewish autonomy, is manifested not in the form of metropolitan bourgeois culture, but

in the form of small-town lack of  culture.  Obviously any efforts  toward “developing

Jewish culture” at the initiative of a handful of Yiddish publicists and translators cannot

be taken seriously.

The only manifestation of genuine modern culture in the Russian framework is the

Social Democratic movement of the Russian proletariat which, because of its nature,

can best replace the historical lack of bourgeois national culture of the Jews, since it is

itself a phase of genuinely international and proletarian culture.

Different, though no less complicated, is the question of autonomy in Lithuania. For

nationalist  utopians,  obviously  the  existence  of  a  certain  territory  inhabited  by  a

population of distinct nationality is a sufficient reason to demand for the nationality in

question, in the name of the right of all nationalities to self-determination, either an

independent republic, or one federated with Russia, or the “broadest autonomy.” Each

of these programs was advanced in turn by the former “Lithuanian Social Democracy,”

then  by  the  PPS  in  its  federative  phase,  and  finally  by  the  recently  organized

“Byelorussian Socialist Commune” which, at its Second Congress in 1906, adopted a

somewhat vague program of a “federal republic in Russia with a territorial-autonomous

diet in Vilna for the territory of the Western country.”[5]  Whether the “Byelorussian

Commune” demands the proclamation of the “Western country” as one of the republics

into  which  the  Russian  Empire  is  to  be  split,  or  a  “territorial  autonomy”  for  that

“Western country” is difficult to figure out; since an “autonomous” diet is demanded for

Vilna, it  would seem that the latter version is intended, or else, what is in complete

harmony  with  the  whole  utopian-abstract  treatment  of  the  question,  no  basic

distinctions  are  made  between  an  independent  republic,  a  federal  system,  and
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autonomy,  but  only  qualitative  distinctions.  Let  us  examine  the  matter  from  the

standpoint  of  territorial  autonomy.  The  “Western  country,”  according  to  the

terminology in the Russian administrative division, is a preponderantly agrarian and

small-industry  district  comprising  areas  with  considerable  variations  in  conditions.

Apart from the local interests of the rural, municipal, and provincial self-governments,

this  territory is  much less of  as distinct production and trading district,  with a less

distinctive  character  and a  less  distinct  grouping of  interests,  than the Kingdom of

Poland or the industrial Moscow district. On the other hand it is a distinct nationality

district. But it is precisely with regard to this question of nationality that the greatest

difficulties arise from the standpoint of potential autonomy. The “Western country,”

i.e.,  the  territory  of  former  Lithuania,  is  an  area  occupied  by  several  different

nationalities, and the first question that arises is: which nationality is to be served by

the territorial-national autonomy that is at stake, which language, which nationality is

to  be  decisive  in  the  schools,  cultural  institutions,  the  judiciary,  legislation,  and in

filling local offices? The Lithuanian nationalists obviously demand autonomy for the

Lithuanian nationality. Let us look at the actual conditions of that nationality.

According to the census of 1897 – the last one that has taken place and whose results

in the area of nationality relations have been available to the public since 1905 – the

genuine Lithuanian nationality in the Russian empire numbers 1,210,510 people. This

population inhabits mainly the Vilna, Kovno, Grodno, and Suwalki gubernias. Besides,

there live almost exclusively in the Kovno gubernia, 448,000 persons of Samogitian

nationality, who by no means identify with the Lithuanians. If we were to outline the

territory that might serve as a basis for an autonomous Lithuania, we would have to

eliminate part of the present “Western country,” and on the other hand go beyond its

borders  and  include  the  Suwalki  gubernia  which  today  belongs  to  the  Congress

Kingdom. We would obtain a territory approximately corresponding to the voyvodship

of Vilna and Troki which, in pre-partition Poland, constituted “Lithuania proper.” The

Lithuanian population is distributed in that territory as follows: out of the sum total of

1,200,000  Lithuanians  almost  half,  i.e.,  574,853,  are  concentrated  in  the  Kovno

gubernia. The second place with regard to the concentration of Lithuanians is occupied

by the Suwalki gubernia, where 305,548 live; somewhat fewer are to be found in the

Vilna gubernia, viz., 297,720 persons; finally, an insignificant number of Lithuanians,

about  3,500,  inhabit  the  northern  portion  of  the  Grodno  gubernia.  Actually,  the

Lithuanian population is doubtless more numerous, because in the census the language

used by the respective populations was the main point taken into consideration, while a

sizable proportion of Lithuanians use the Polish language in everyday life. However, in

the present case, from the standpoint of nationality as a basis of national autonomy,

obviously only the population wherein national distinctness is expressed in a distinct

native language can be taken into account.
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The  distribution  of  the  Lithuanian  population  becomes  apparent  only  when  we

ascertain its numerical  ratio to the remaining population in the same territory. The

over-all population figure in the gubernias mentioned (always according to the 1897

census) is as follows:

Percent

Lithuanians

In the Kovno gubernia 1,544,569 37.0

In the Vilna gubernia 1,591,207 17.0

In the Grodno gubernia 1,603,409   0.2

In the Suwalki gubernia    582,913 52.0

Out of a total population of 5,322,093 in that territory, the Lithuanians constitute less

than 23 percent.  Even if  we were to include,  as do the Lithuanian nationalists,  the

entire Samogitian population with the Lithuanians,  we would obtain the ratio of  31

percent, i.e., less than a third of the total population. Obviously, setting up the former

“Lithuania  proper”  as  the  area  of  the  Lithuanian  nationality  is,  in  present-day

conditions, an entirely arbitrary and artificial construction.

The total population of the four “north-western” gubernias included because of the

Byelorussian nationality is as follows:

Minsk gubernia 2,147,621

Mogilev gubernia 1,686,764

Witebsk gubernia 1,489,246

Smolensk gubernia 1,525,279

Together with the population of the four gubernias inhabited by Lithuanians, this adds

up  to  the  considerable  figure  of  12,171,007.  However,  among  this  population,  the

Byelorussians  constitute  less  than  half,  i.e.,  about  5.85  million  (5,855,547).  Even

considering  only  the  figures,  the  idea  of  fitting  Lithuania’s  autonomy  to  the

Byelorussian nationality seems questionable.  However, this  difficulty becomes much

greater if we take into consideration the socio-economic conditions of the respective

nationalities.

In the territory inhabited by them the Byelorussians constitute an exclusively rural,

agrarian element. Their cultural level is extremely low. Illiteracy is so widespread that

the “Byelorussian Commune” was forced to establish an “Education Department” to

spread elementary education among the Byelorussian peasants. The complete lack of a

Byelorussian bourgeoisie,  an urban intelligentsia,  and an independent scholarly and
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literary life in the Byelorussian language, renders the idea of a national Byelorussian

autonomy simply impractical.

The social conditions among the Lithuanian nationals are similar. To a preponderant

degree farming is the occupation of the Lithuanians. In the cultural heart of Lithuania,

the Vilna gubernia, the Lithuanians constitute 19.8 percent of the total population, and

3.1 percent of the urban population. In the Suwalki gubernia, the next with regard to

Lithuanian concentration, the Lithuanians constitute as much as 52.2 percent of the

gubernia population, but only 9.2 per-cent of the urban population. It is true that the

cultural  conditions  among  the  Lithuanians  are  quite  different  from  those  in

Byelorussia. The education of the Lithuanian population is on a relatively high level,

and the percentage of illiterates is almost the lowest in the Russian Empire. But the

education of Lithuanians is preponderantly a Polish education, and the Polish language,

not the Lithuanian, is here the instrument of culture, which fact is closely connected

with  the  fact  that  the  possessing  classes,  the  rural  landed  gentry,  and  the  urban

intelligentsia are genuinely Polish or Polonized to a high degree. The same situation

prevails to a considerable degree in Ruthenia. Indeed, in Lithuania and Ruthenia the

only nationality culturally fit to manage national autonomy is the Polish, with its urban

population and its intelligentsia. Therefore, if the national autonomy of the “Western

country”  were  to  be  considered,  it  would  have  to  be  neither  a  Lithuanian  nor  a

Byelorussian autonomy, but a Polish one: the Polish language, the Polish school, Poles

in public offices would be the natural expression of the autonomous institutions of the

country.

Given  this  situation,  culturally  and  nationally,  Lithuania  and  Ruthenia  would

constitute only an extension of the Kingdom, not a separate autonomous region; they

would form, with the Kingdom, a natural and historical region, with Polish autonomy

over the Kingdom plus Lithuania.

Such a solution of the question is opposed by several decisive considerations. First of

all,  from the purely national point of  view, this would be the rule of a small Polish

minority over a majority of Lithuanians, Byelorussians, Jews, and others. In Lithuania

and Ruthenia, the Jews and the Poles make up most of the urban population; together

they occupy what would be the natural social centers of autonomous institutions. But

the  Jewish  population  decisively  outnumbers  the  Polish,  whereas  in  the  Congress

Kingdom there are 6,880,000 Poles (according to the 1897 census) and only 1,300,000

Jews. The percentage of each in the four gubernias of Lithuania proper in terms of the

over-all population is as follows:

Gubernia Poles Jews
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Suwalki 22.99 10.14

Kovno   9.04 13.73

Vilna   8.17 12.72

Grodno 10.08 17.37

Only in the Suwalki gubernia is the Jewish population smaller than the Polish, but even

here this ratio is quite different when we take the towns into consideration: then the

Poles constitute 27 percent, the Jews 40 percent of the urban population. It should also

be taken into consideration that Jews in the Kingdom, if assimilated – more so in the

urban areas – reinforce the Polish nationality; whereas in Lithuania the assimilation

process, which is anyway much slower, occurs – when it does at all – among Jews who

belong to the Russian culture; in both cases confusion among nationalities grows and

the question of autonomy becomes more and more entangled. Suffice it to say that in

the heart of Lithuania and the seat of the planned autonomous diet, Vilna, out of the

227 schools counted in 1900, 182 are Jewish!

Another  consideration  no  less  important  is  the  circumstance  that  the  Polish

nationality is in Lithuania and Ruthenia precisely the nationality of the ruling strata:

the gentry landowners and the bourgeoisie; while the Lithuanian and particularly the

Byelorussian nationality is  represented mostly  by  landless  peasantry.  Therefore,  the

nationality relationship is here – generally speaking – a relationship of social classes.

Handing over the country’s  autonomous institutions to the Polish nationality would

here mean the creation of a new powerful instrument of class domination without a

corresponding strengthening of the position of the exploited classes, and would cause

conditions  of  the  kind  that  would  be  brought  about  by  the  proposed  autonomy of

Galicia for the Ruthenians.

Consequently, both for nationality and for social reasons the joining of Lithuania to

the autonomous territory of the Kingdom or the separation of Lithuania and Ruthenia

into an autonomous region with an unavoidable preponderance of the Polish element is

a project which Social Democracy must combat in principle. In this form, the project of

Lithuania’s  national  autonomy  altogether  falls  through  as  utopian,  in  view  of  the

numerical and social relations of the nationalities involved.

III

Another  outstanding  example  of  the  difficulties  encountered  by  the  problem  of

nationality autonomy in practice is to be found in the Caucasus. No corner of the earth
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presents such a picture of nationality intermixture in one territory as the Caucasus, the

ancient historical  trail  of  the great migrations of  peoples between Asia and Europe,

strewn with fragments and splinters of  those peoples.  That territory’s  population of

over nine million is composed (according to the 1897 census) of the following racial and

nationality groups:

In Thousands

Russians 2,192.3

Germans      21.5

Greeks      57.3

Armenians    975.0

Ossetians    157.1

Kurds    100.0

Chechens    243.4

Circassians    111.5

Abkhaz      72.4

Lezgins    613.8

Georgians, Imeretins,

Mingrels, etc. Kartvelian 1,201.2

Jews      43.4

Tatars 1,139.6

Kumyks    100.8

Turks Turco-Tatars      70.2

Nogays      55.4

Karaches      22.0

Kalmuks      11.8

Estonians

Mordvinians        1.4

The  territorial  distribution  of  the  largest  nationalities  involved  is  as  follows:  The

Russians,  who  constitute  the  most  numerous  group  in  the  whole  Caucasus,  are

concentrated in the north, in the Kuban and Black Sea districts and in the northwest

part of Tersk. Moving southward, in the western part of the Caucasus the Kartvelians

are located; they occupy the Kutai and the south-eastern part of the Tiflis gubernias.

Still further south, the central territory is occupied by the Armenians in the southern

portion of the Tiflis, the eastern portion of the Kars and the northern portion of the

Erivan gubernias, squeezed between the Georgians in the north, the Turks in the west

and the Tatars in the east and south, in the Baku, Elizabetpol and Erivan gubernias. In
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the east and in the mountains are located mountain tribes, while other minor groups

such  as  Jews  and  Germans  live,  intermingled  with  the  autochthonous  population,

mainly in the cities. The complexity of the nationality problem appears particularly in

the linguistic conditions because in the Caucasus there exist, besides Russian, Ossetian,

and Armenian, about  a  half-dozen languages,  four Lezgin dialects,  several  Chechen,

several Circassian, Mingrel, Georgian, Sudanese, and a number of others. And these are

by no means dialects, but mostly independent languages incomprehensible to the rest

of the population.

From the standpoint of the problem of autonomy, obviously only three nationalities

enter  into  consideration:  Georgians,  Armenians,  and  Tatars,  because  the  Russians

inhabiting the northern part of the Caucasus constitute, with regard to nationality, a

continuation of the state territory of the purely Russian population.

The  relatively  most  numerous  nationality  group  besides  the  Russians  are  the

Georgians, if we include among them all varieties of Kartvelians. The historical territory

of the Georgians is represented by the gubernias of Tiflis and Kutai and the districts of

Sukhum  and  Sakatali,  with  a  population  of  2,110,490.  However,  the  Georgian

nationality constitutes only slightly more than half of that number, i.e., 1,200,000; the

remainder is composed of Armenians to the number of about 220,000, concentrated

mainly in the Akhalkalats county of the Tiflis gubernia, where they constitute over 70

percent of the population; Tatars to the number of 100,000; Ossetians, over 70,000;

Lezgins  represent  half  of  the  population  in  the  Sakatali  district;  and Abkhazes  are

preponderant  in  the  Sukham  district;  while  in  the  Borchalin  county  of  the  Tiflis

gubernia  a  mixture  of  various  nationalities  holds  a  majority  over  the  Georgian

population.

In  view  of  these  figures  the  project  of  Georgian  nationality  autonomy  presents

manifold difficulties. Georgia’s historical territory, taken as a whole, represents such a

numerically insignificant population – scarcely 1,200,000 – that it seems insufficient as

a basis of independent autonomous life in the modern sense, with its cultural needs and

socio-economic functions. In an autonomous Georgia, with its historical boundaries, a

nationality that comprises only slightly more than half of the entire population would

be  called  on  to  dominate  in  public  institutions,  schools,  and  political  life.  The

impossibility of this situation is felt so well by the Georgian nationalists of revolutionary

hue that  they,  a  priori,  relinquish  the historical  boundaries  and plan to  curtail  the

autonomous  territory  to  an  area  corresponding  to  the  actual  preponderance  of  the

Georgian nationality.

According to that plan, only sixteen of Georgia’s counties would be the basis of the

Georgian autonomy, while the fate of the four remaining ones with a preponderance of
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other nationalities would be decided by a “plebiscite” of those nationalities. This plan

looks  highly  democratic  and  revolutionary;  but  like  most  anarchist-inspired  plans

which seek to solve all historic difficulties by means of the “will of nations” it has a

defect, which is that in practice the plebiscite plan is even more difficult to implement

than the autonomy of historical Georgia. The area specified in the Georgian plan would

include scarcely 1,400,000 people, i.e., a figure corresponding to the population of a big

modern city. This area, cut out quite arbitrarily from Georgia’s traditional framework

and present socio-economic status, is not only an extremely small basis for autonomous

life but moreover does not represent any organic entity, any sphere of material life and

economic  and  cultural  interests,  besides  the  abstract  interests  of  the  Georgian

nationality.

However, even in this area, the Georgians’ nationality claims cannot be interpreted as

an  active  expression  of  autonomous  life,  in  view  of  the  circumstance  that  their

numerical preponderance is linked with their pre-eminently agrarian character.

In the very heart of Georgia, the former capital, Tiflis, and a number of smaller cities

have  an  eminently  international  character,  with  the  Armenians,  who  represent  the

bourgeois stratum, as the preponderant element. Out of Tiflis’s population of 160,000

the Armenians constitute 55,000, the Georgians and Russians 20,000 each; the balance

is composed of Tatars, Persians, Jews, Greeks, etc. The natural centers of political and

administrative life as well as of education and spiritual culture are here, as in Lithuania,

seats  of  foreign  nationalities.  This  circumstance,  which  makes  Georgia’s  nationality

autonomy  an  insoluble  problem,  impinges  simultaneously  on  another  Caucasian

problem: the question of the autonomy of the Armenians.

The exclusion of Tiflis and other cities from the autonomous Georgian territory is as

impossible  from  the  standpoint  of  Georgia’s  socio-economic  conditions  as  is  their

inclusion into that territory from the standpoint of the Armenian nationality. If we took

as  a  basis  the  numerical  preponderance of  Armenians in the population,  we would

obtain  a  territory  artificially  patched together  from a  few  fragments:  two  southern

counties of Tiflis gubernia, the northern part of Erivan gubernia, and the north-eastern

part  of  Kars gubernia,  i.e.,  a  territory cut off  from the main cities inhabited by the

Armenians,  which  is  senseless  both  from  the  historical  standpoint  and  from  the

standpoint  of  the  present  economic  conditions,  while  the  size  of  the  putative

autonomous area would be limited to some 800,000. If we went beyond the counties

having  a  numerical  preponderance  of  Armenians  we  would  find  the  Armenians

inextricably mixed in the north with the Georgians; in the south – in the Baku and

Elizabetpol gubernias – with the Tatars; and in the west, in the Kars gubernia, with the

Turks. The Armenians play, in relation to the mostly agrarian Tatar population which

lives in rather backward conditions, partly the role of a bourgeois element.
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Thus, the drawing of a boundary between the main nationalities of the Caucasus is an

insoluble task. But even more difficult is the problem of autonomy in relation to the

remaining multiple nationalities of the Caucasian mountaineers. Both their territorial

intermingling and the small numerical size of the respective nationalities, and finally

the socio-economic conditions which remain mostly on the level  of  largely nomadic

pastoralism,  or  primitive  farming,  without  an  urban  life  of  their  own and with  no

intellectual  creativity  in  their  native  language,  make  the  functioning  of  modern

autonomy entirely inapplicable.

Just  as  in  Lithuania,  the  only  method  of  settling  the  nationality  question  in  the

Caucasus,  in  the  democratic  spirit,  securing  to  all  nationalities  freedom of  cultural

existence without any among them dominating the remaining ones, and at the same

time  meeting  the  recognized  need  for  modern  development,  is  to  disregard

ethnographic boundaries, and to introduce broad local self-government – communal,

urban, district, and provincial – without a definite nationality character, that is, giving

no privileges to any nationality. Only such a self-government will make it possible to

unite various nationalities to jointly take care of the local economic and social interests,

and  on  the  other  hand,  to  take  into  consideration  in  a  natural  way  the  different

proportions of the nationalities in each county and each commune.

Communal,  district,  provincial  self-government  will  make  it  possible  for  each

nationality, by means of a majority decision in the organs of local administration, to

establish its schools and cultural institutions in those districts or communes where it

possesses  numerical  preponderance.  At  the  same  time  a  separate,  empire-wide,

linguistic law guarding the interests of the minority can establish a norm in virtue of

which national minorities, beginning with a certain numerical minimum, can constitute

a  basis  for  the  compulsory  founding  of  schools  in  their  national  languages  in  the

commune, district, or province; and their language can be established in local public

and  administrative  institutions,  courts,  etc.,  at  the  side  of  the  language  of  the

preponderant nationality (the official language). Such a solution would be workable, if

indeed  any  solution  is  possible  within  the  framework  of  capitalism,  and  given  the

historical conditions. This solution would combine the general principle of local self-

government with special legislative measures to guarantee cultural development and

equality of rights of the nationalities through their close co-operation, and not their

mutual separation by barriers of national autonomy.

IV

An interesting example of a purely formalistic settlement of the nationality question for
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the  entire  Russian  empire  is  provided  by  the  project  of  a  certain  K.  Fortunatov

published by the group “Trud i Borba” [Work and Struggle], an attempt at a practical

solution of the problem in accordance with the principles of the Russian revolutionary

socialists.[6] On the basis of the census, the author first arranges a map of the empire

according  to  nationalities,  taking  as  a  basis  the  numerical  preponderance  of  each

nationality  in  the  respective  gubernias  and  counties.  The  numerically  strongest

nationality is the Great Russians who are preponderant in thirty gubernias of European

Russia. They are followed by the Little Russians who have a majority in the Ukraine in

the gubernias of Poltawa, Podolia, Kharkov, Kiev, and Volhynia, and are represented

also in the gubernias of Ekaterinoslav, Chernigov, Kherson, Kuban, and Taurida, while

in Bessarabia the Moldavians and in the Crimea the Tatars are preponderant.  Apart

from the Poles, the third nationality is the Byelorussians, who have a majority in five

gubernias: Mogilev, Minsk, Vilna,  Witebsk,  and Grodno, with the exception of eight

counties (Bialystok, inhabited mainly by Poles; Bielsk, Brzesc, and Kobryn, in which the

Little Russians are preponderant; the Dzwinsk, Rezyca, and Lucin counties, where the

Latvians are in the majority; and finally Troki, in which the Lithuanians prevail). On the

other hand, the Krasne county of Smolensk gubernia has to be included in Byelorussia

because of  the  preponderance of  that nationality.  The Lithuanians and Samogitians

prevail  in the Kovno and Suwalki gubernias,  with the exception of the Suwalki  and

Augustow counties in which the Poles are in the majority. The Latvians in Courland and

the  Estonians  in  Estonia  have  a  decisive  majority,  and  between  them  they  divide

Livonia into practically two equal parts, southern and northern. Including the Congress

Kingdom, with the exception of the Suwalki gubernia, we obtain, in sixty-two gubernias

of European Russia, the following picture of nationality relations:

Great Russians preponderant in 30 gubernias

Little Russians 10 gubernias

Byelorussians   5 gubernias

Poles   9 gubernias

Lithuanians   2 gubernias

Latvians   2 gubernias

Estonians   1 gubernia

Moldavians   1 gubernia

Tatars   2 gubernias

Having examined the territorial distribution of nationalities in the Caucasus according

to gubernias and counties, the author in turn moves to Asiatic Russia. In Siberia, the

Russian  element  is  in  a  decisive  majority,  forming  80.9  percent  of  the  population

besides  the  Buriats,  5  percent;  Yakuts,  4  per-cent;  Tatars,  3.6  percent;  other
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nationalities,  6.5  percent.  Only  in  the  Yakut  gubernia  do the  Russians  constitute  a

minority of 11.5 percent while the Yakuts form 82.2 percent of the whole. In Central

Asia,  the  most  numerous  nationalities  are  the  Kirgis,  who  are  in  a  majority  in  all

gubernias with the exception of the three southern ones: Trans-Caspia, in which the

Turkomans number 65 percent, Samarkana, inhabited by the Uzbekhs (58.8 percent)

and Tadzikhs (26.9 percent), and the Fergan Valley, in which the Sarts form half, the

Uzbekhs 9.7 percent, the Kirgis 12.8 percent of the population.

Thus,  taking  as  a  basis  the  gubernias  and counties  with a  preponderance of  one

nationality  or  another,  Mr.  Fortunatov  ranges  the  following  scheme  of  nationality

districts in the whole empire, as shown in the appendix below.

In  this  scheme  we  are  struck  by  great  numerical  differences,  e.g.,  between  the

tremendous  Great  Russian  and  Little  Russian  districts  and  such  tiny  ones  as  the

Lithuanian, Estonian, or individual Caucasian, let alone the Yakut. This circumstance

apparently  offends  the  sense  of  symmetry  of  the  admirers  of  the  principle  of

“Federation.” It also evokes in them some doubts as to whether nationalities so unequal

in  strength  and  size  could  enter  into  idyllic  coexistence  as  autonomous  districts

possessing equal rights. Therefore, our statistician, without much thought, obviates the

evil  with  scissors  and  glue  by  combining  several  small  districts  into  one  and

simultaneously  dismembering  two  big  ones  into  smaller  ones.  Apparently  taking  a

population  of  six  to  nine  million  as  a  normal  measure  of  a  nationality  district  –

although it is unknown on what basis – he considers that it is “easy” to split the Little

Russian district into three and the Great Russian into seven, separating for instance the

Don,  Astrakhazan,  Kuban,  Stavropol,  and Black  Sea  gubernias  and two  counties  of

Tersk  with a  population of  6.7  million as  a  “Cossack”  district,  and the  Kazan,  Ufa,

Orenburg,  Samar gubernias  and two counties of  Symbir gubernia  with nine million

population as a Tatar Bashkir district, finally simply dividing the remaining territory of

twenty-five gubernias with forty-two million people into five more or less symmetrical

parts with eight million people, with no regard to the nationality principle.

In this way we obtain the plan of the division of the whole of Russia into the following

sixteen “states” or autonomous districts on the basis of nationalities:

1 Poland with a population of   8,696,000

1 Byelorussia with a population of   7,328,000

1 Baltic with a population of   5,046,000

3 Little Russia with a population of 27,228,000

a. South-western (Podolia, Volhynia and

Kiev, and 3 counties of Grodno) with a
10,133,000
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population of

b. Little Russia Proper (Poltawa,

Kharkov, Chernigov without the

northern counties as well as the Little

Russian counties of Kursk and

Voronezh gubernia) with a population

of   8,451,000

c. New Russia (Bessarabia, Kherson,

Taurida, Ekaternoslav and Taganrog

county) with a population of   8,644,000

l Caucasus (without the Russian

counties)   6,157,000

1 Kirgis in Central Asia (without 2

counties of Akmolin province) with a

population of   7,490,000

1 Siberia (with 2 counties of Akmolin

province) with a population of   6,015,000

7 Great Russia with a population of 57,680,000

In  setting  up  the  above  scheme  the  author  was  obviously  not  restrained  by  any

historical or economic considerations, or by the divisions of production or commercial

communication  created  by  modern  development  and  natural  conditions.  It  is  well

known that such pedestrian considerations can only hamper the political concoctions of

people professing the “Marxist” doctrine and a materialistic world view. They do not

exist for the theorists and politicians of “truly revolutionary socialism,” who have in

mind only the “rights” of nations, freedom, equality, and other such lofty matters. The

separation of two Lithuanian gubernias – Kovno and Suwalki – with the exclusion of

the Polish counties – from the historico-cultural heart of Lithuania, the Vilna gubernia

and other neighboring regions with which economic relations were of long standing,

and  on  the  other  hand  the  joining  of  these  two  curtailed  gubernias  with  Livonia,

Courland, and Estonia, with which the historical links, as well as present-day economic

ones, are quite loose, clearly demonstrates this point. Although the cutting up of the

Ukraine for the sake of symmetry into various divisions, despite the continuity of its

natural  and  economic  character,  and  on  the  other  hand,  combining  into  one

autonomous region of Siberia a country comprising 12.5 million square kilometers, i.e.,

by  one-third  bigger  than  the  whole  of  Europe,  a  country  representing  the  greatest

natural economic and cultural contrasts, is a demonstration that that method is free of

any “dogmas.” At the same time, the nationality autonomy in this scheme is treated free

of any connection with the economic and social structure of the given nationality. From

this standpoint other peoples are equally prepared for regional autonomy – that is, they

evince a certain permanent territory and administration, legislation, and cultural life

Rosa Luxemburg: The National Question (Chap.5) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/national-question/ch0...

22 of 25 9/20/2018, 9:29 PM



centralized in that territory. There are, on the one hand, the Poles, and on the other the

Kirgis,  the Yakuts,  and the Buriats,  who are still  partly  nomadic and are still  living

according to the traditions of tribal organization, thwarting to this very day the efforts

of  the  territorial  administration  of  Russian  absolutism.  The  autonomous  regional

construction,  in  accordance  with  the “socialist-revolutionary”  views,  is  thus  entirely

“free,”  unconnected  with  any  real  bases  in  time  and  space,  and  all  the  existing

historical, economic, and cultural conditions play only the role of material out of which,

by means of “revolutionary” scissors, artful nationality plots are to be cut out.

What is the result of this solely and exclusively ethnographic method of the political

dismemberment  of  Russia?  Mr.  Fortunatov’s  scheme  reduces  the  principle  of

nationality  to  an  absurdity.  Although  the  Lithuanians  are  cut  off  from  the  Polish

nationality  with which they coalesce  culturally,  still  they  are  linked on the basis  of

ethnographic affinity into one “Baltic” nationality with the Latvians and the Estonians

with  whom they  identify  as  little  as  with the Poles:  thus  they gravitate  toward the

completely  Germanized  cultural  centers  of  Livonia  and  Estonia.  Combining  the

Georgians, Armenians, Tatars, and a few dozen other tribes of the Caucasus into one

“Caucasian”  nationality  smacks  of  a  malicious  satire  against  national  autonomous

aspirations. No greater regard for these aspirations is evidenced by the inclusion of the

Moldavians, situated in Bessarabia, in the Little Russian nationality,  of the Crimean

Tatars in the very same nationality, and finally by the combining of Samoyeds, Ostiaks,

Tunguz, Buriats, Yakuts, Chuckchees, Kamchadals, and many other tribes, each living

an  entirely  separate  life,  differing  among  themselves  in  the  level  of  cultural

development,  language,  religion,  even  partly  race,  with  the  Russian  population  of

Siberia  into  one  mysterious  “Siberian”  nationality  with  common  legislative,

administrative,  and  cultural  institutions.  Fortunatov’s  scheme  is  basically  a  simple

negation  of  the  nationality  principle.  It  is  also  interesting  as  an  example  of  the

anarchistic  approach  to  nationalism,  unrestricted  as  it  is  by  any  considerations  of

objective social development. Having thrown its weight around in that valley of tears, it

eventually returns to the results, very much resembling the same ugly history of reality

which it had undertaken “to correct,” i.e., the systematic violations of the “nationality

rights” and their equality. The whole difference consists in the fact that the trampling of

the “rights” of nationalities imagined by the ideology of liberalism and anarchism is, in

reality, the result of the process of historical development which has its inner sense and

what is more important – its revolutionary dialectic, while revolutionary-nationalistic

bungling tends, in its zealous cutting up of what had grown together socially, and in its

gluing of what socially cannot be glued together, to trample eventually the nationality

“rights” celebrated by it,  merely for the sake of  schematic pedantry deprived of  any

sense and blown up with political buffoonery.
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Notes by Rosa Luxemburg

[1]  Incidentally,  this  is  the only reason why histories of philosophy such as those of

Zeller or Kuno Fischer are possible, in which the development of “ideas” takes place in a

void, with no relation to the prosaic history of society. Original note by R.L.

[2]  Otto  Bauer,  Die  Nationalitätenfrage  und  die  Sozialdemokratie  (Vienna

1907), pp.49-50, 136. Original note by R.L.

[3] Another Austrian Social Democratic publicist who, under the pseudonym Springer,

wrote  a  number  of  works on the nationality question in Austria:  Der  Kampf  der

österreichischen  Nationen  um  den  Staat  (1902);  Grundlagen  und

Entwicklungsziele  der  österreichisch-ungarischen  Monarchie  (1906).

Original note by R.L.

[4] Kautsky, Nationalität and Internationalität, pp.3, 4. Original note by R.L.

[5] Proceedings of the Russian National Socialist Parties (St. Petersburg: 1908),

p.92. Original note by R.L.

[6]  K.  Fortunatov,  Natsonalniia  Oblasti  Rossii  (St.  Petersburg:  Knigoizdatelstvo

Trud  i  Borba,  1906).  The  author  is  not  the  well-known  statistician,  Professor  A.

Fortunatov, as was erroneously surmised by the reviewer in Humanity, nos.76 and 77,

1907. Original note by R.L.

Appendix

Districts

Population of gubernia

forming part of district

with preponderance of

given nationality

Population of all

counties with a

majority of a

given nationality

Overall figure of

persons in a given

nationality in the

empire

In Thousands

1. Great Russian   57,617   57,250   55,673

2. Little Russian   25,347   26,587   22,415

3. Byelorussian     8,517     7,328     5,886

4. Polish     8,819     8,696     7,931

5. Lithuanian-Latvian     4,101     4,088     3,094

6. Estonian        413        958     1,003

7. Moldavian     1,935     1,352     1,122
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8. Kartvelian     1,503     1,352

9. Armenian        946     1,173

10. Caucasian Mountaineers     6,497     1,109     1,092

11. Caucasian Tatars     1,982     1,533

12. Other Caucasians        527

13. Chuvashes, Bashkirs,

Tatars, Mordvinians   4,367     3,673

14. Kiris-Turkoman     5,515     5,642     4,365

15. Sarts, Uzbekhs, and

Tatchiks (Tadzikhs)     2,232     2,232     2,046

16. Yakuts        270        234        227

17. Others     1,173

Total: 125,640 125,640

Rosa Luxemburg Archive

Last updated on: 11.12.2008
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Rosa Luxemburg

(April 1909)

First translation of “Революционное похмелье”, Proletary, No. 44, 8 (21) April 1909,

pp. 3–6.

Article in Russian: https://www.mediafire.com/?o8uomwjvb70svbs.

Translated by Noa Rodman.

Copied with thanks from the Libcom.org Website.

Marked up by Einde O’Callaghan for the Marxists’ Internet Archive.

Lenin  wrote  in  a  letter  to  Luxemburg:  ‘Your  article  against  the  otzovists  and

ultimatumists has pleased everyone very much.’ At the conference of the extended

editorial  board of  Proletary,  Zinoviev mentioned her  article:  ‘And in  fact  the

performance of the otzovists, as it was up to now, carries an anarchist character.

This was indicated, for example, by Rosa Luxemburg, who cannot be suspected of

any personal sympathies or antipathies, and who sharply opposed otzovism and

ultimatumism.’  To  this  Bogdanov  replied:  ‘Remember,  comrades,  how  the

Mensheviks accused the Bolsheviks to be anarchists, to be petty-bourgeois. You

probably  noticed  that  I  identify  with  the  Lenin  of  1904–05.  This  is  done

involuntarily.  Grigory (Zinoviev) very well  implicated Rosa Luxemburg, who in

1904–05 played the role of Menshevik supporting-voice, and now – of you.’

(From  the  minutes:  Протоколы  совещания  расширенной  редакции

“Пролетария”,  1934,  p.  294.  Lenin’s  interventions  here.  The  report  and

resolutions of this conference can be found here.

On 10 August 1909 Luxemburg wrote to Tyszka/Jogiches that she had ‘glanced

at the report, because if one reads everything one becomes unwell. I have no idea,

how the SDKPiL showed itself in relation to this strife; I think it’s a Tatar-Mongol

game. That Gorky and Co. are not  angry with us for my article on otzovism is

proved by the attached letter of Bogdanov.’ (L. has in mind Bogdanov’s letter to

Tyszka of 7 August 1909.)

Rosa Luxemburg: Revolutionary Hangover (April 1909) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1909/04/hangover.htm

1 of 12 9/20/2018, 9:29 PM



Revolutionary Hangover

I

History  does  not  pamper  the  proletariat.  Now,  when  under  the  undivided  rule  of

counter-revolutionary violence the open performance of the broad mass became almost

impossible,  when  revolutionary  work  again  has  been  driven  underground,  the

participation of the proletarian Social-Democratic deputies in the State Duma is the last

strong ‘legal’ post of class struggle, the Duma tribune – the last tribune, in which it is

possible  to  more  or  less  openly  proclaim the  slogans  of  this  struggle.  And  then  it

appears that even this last legal representation of the proletariat by far does not stand

at the height of its tasks, that the Social-Democratic faction very often makes mistakes,

that  the  Duma  tribune  is  insufficiently  used  for  the  systematic  upholding  of  the

principles of class struggle, for revolutionary critique of all bourgeois parties and their

counter-revolutionary  games,  for  political  enlightenment of  the  labouring mass,  but

frequently is an arena of indecisive action and vacillation on the side of the proletarian

deputies,  vacillation,  excluding  a  sustained  political  line  and  sometimes  directly

contradictory to the demands of proletarian politics. If one evaluates similar facts ‘on

the surface’,  not  delving deeper in their  background,  then one can call  the  present

condition of the Duma representation of Social Democracy quite sad. But to say only

this would be to observe a truth, undoubtedly, cheaper, than fruitful.

However, no less incandescent (нечален) in its symptomatic significance is also that

result, which the weakness of our Duma representation call forth among the ranks of

the party in the form of a current, proclaiming openly or secretly the recall of the Social-

Democratic faction as the sole exit from the sad situation. The activity of the faction in

the third Duma proved its unfitness as a weapon of class struggle – consequently, one

needs to recall the faction. So reason some Russian comrades, taking, evidently, this

stirring simplicity and direct political reasoning for truly revolutionary decisiveness and

solidity  in  putting  the  question.  For  better  or  for  worse,  revolutionary  proletarian

politics does not boil down to such simplified method of thought, – it must be based, in

the given case, as also always, first of all on the deeper analysis of objective conditions

of struggle of the proletariat and on the dissection of those dialectical inter-relations, in

which lies also the true source of difficulties, experienced by Social Democracy, and the

true road for the exit from these difficulties.

The question about the activity of the Social-Democratic faction in the third Duma

can be regarded from two sides: from the side of the personal quality of the faction and

the ineptitude of its performance and from the side of objective conditions, making the
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conduct nearly impossible in the third Duma of genuine proletarian tactics. Regarding

the  matter  initially  from  the  first  viewpoint,  it  is  necessary  to  note,  that  personal

composition of a parliamentary faction has for bourgeois parties and for the party of the

consciousness proletariat an entirely different meaning – accordingly a fundamental

difference in the relation of these and the other toward parliamentarism in general. For

bourgeois parties, the political struggle which is exhausted by the striving toward the

passage  of  a  determined  legislative  measure,  equally  as  toward  the  occupation  of

governmental posts,  in parliament is concentrated the whole mechanism of political

transformation,  the  centre  of  political  struggle.  And personal  accomplishments  and

shortcomings of the faction have therefore for them great meaning. As a pole for any

bargain with the government and with other parties, for unprincipled combinations and

sought utilisation of a moment in the chase after ringing monetary tangible success, the

bourgeois parliament is an excellent battleground for personally talented party leaders.

However,  also  here  the  personal  element  finds  its  objective  limits  in  that  purely

‘materialist’  circumstance,  that  also in bourgeois  classes  not  the  personal  talents  of

parliamentary leaders create the ability or inability of the party, but, on the contrary,

the general political position of the party in the country, its influence or weakness, in

function of its class character and connected to it general direction of its politics, create

a battleground for the talent or lack of talent of its members of parliament. So in the

German  Catholic  Centre  Party  after  the  replacement  of  Ludwig  Windthorst,  the

outstanding leader of  the  Centre  from the epoch of persecution of  the  Catholics by

Bismarck, there appeared a small bipod of the sorts of Ernst Lieber and Karl Bachem

since then, as the party of the Centre itself became a pillar of rightwing reaction. So at

the head of  the  fighting  and oppositional  German liberalism stood once the strong

figure of  the sort  of  Jakob Mauvillon, and in the present  day,  in the deep decay of

liberalism to the level  of  the swamp of the present politics of the ‘bloc’,  at  its head

stands in the German parliament a batch of already quite anonymous mediocrities. On

the other side, in Russia a series of without doubt brilliant parliamentary talents, of

which the Cadet Party disposes, are due to the internal weakness and bankruptcy of this

party of a tragicomical uselessness, even more only emphasising its pitiable position,

while the leading position in the Duma is the coarse and ideologically illiterate Vladimir

Purishkevich.

Entirely  different  stands  the  matter  in  the  party  of  the  proletariat.  Seeing

parliamentary  activity  only  as  one  of  the  weapons  of  class  struggle,  the  proletariat

directs its efforts first of all not on the achievement of immediate occasional successes

in the form of small legislative reforms, but on the explanation in parliament at every

possibility  of  its  class  interests  and  tasks.  The  parliamentary  faction  of  the  Social-

Democrats  and  its  activity  are,  in  this  way,  only  a  reflection  of  the  political

consciousness of the advanced layers of the proletariat, and the activity of the faction
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needs to be seen the more complete, the more that it fully and precisely reflects and

transmits  that  which  comprises  the  intellectual  content  of  the  class  struggle  of  the

proletariat in the country. The personal significance and talent of single parliamentary

members here is incomparably less decisive, than in bourgeois parties. Not allowing

any  individual  and  sudden  improvisation,  the  parliamentary  tactics  of  Social

Democracy are concluded beforehand in the frame of the principled and tactical basis

of  class  struggle,  formulated  in  every  country  by  the  conscious  and  organised

representative  of  the  proletariat,  i.e.  the  Social-Democratic  party.  The  Social-

Democratic members of parliament are, thus, by their very vocation, only mouthpieces

of  tactics,  established  by  the  same  proletarian  party  as  a  whole,  under  the  widest

possible participation and control of the widest possible layers of the working mass.

Therefore, independently of the secondary question on the more or less talentedness of

parliamentary performance, the tactics of the proletarian deputies as a whole, as also in

every part, can not in its entire nature be a matter of these members of parliament, but

can only be a matter of the party as a whole. So, e.g., the parliamentary tactics of the

German Social Democracy, reach after forty years to such a degree of determinedness,

that it became almost routine and can today apply (применяться) any deputy almost

mechanically, by force of tradition and hard established objective opinion in the ranks

of the party. But a similar steadiness of tactics, predestining to the Social-Democratic

parliamentarians in advance the necessary line for them, in agreement with the will of

the party, is possible only under two conditions: under steadiness of the political and

class  situation  in  the  country  and  under  internal  unity,  a  strong  organisation  and

principled steadiness of this proletarian party. If German Social Democracy can serve

until  now as  the classical  example  of  the  achievement of  both conditions,  then the

French socialism of the time of the Millerand crisis serves no less a classical example of

the opposite case, proving how much internal organisational and intellectual disunity of

the  proletarian  party  immediately  finds  itself  reflected  in  socialist  members  of

parliament and in their isolation and alienation from the very party, organs of which

they were called to be. Both examples clearly confirm that there emerges from the very

nature of proletarian parliamentarism, precisely, that simple fact, that every socialist

party has such a parliamentary faction, as it  – by force of external and internal

conditions deserves.

In  Russia  undoubtedly  both  fundamental  conditions  are  very  problematic  for

seasoned  parliamentary  tactics  of  Social  Democracy.  If  in  the  second  Duma

parliamentary activity of Social Democracy was held still comparatively high after the

last waves of mass revolutionary upsurge, then after the wear off of these waves the sad

situation was revealed in full clarity. The unstable political equilibrium, created by the

siege of counter-revolution and the constant changes in inter-relation of force of classes

and  parties,  in  particular  –  the  entirely  special  character  of  the  third  Duma,
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representing itself neither a legislative bourgeois parliament, nor at least a weapon of

revolutionary turnover, make entirely impossible the application of any template and

requires, especially with the lack of any parliamentary tradition in Russia, at every step

independent  creative  work of  applying  the general  principles  and tasks  of  the class

struggle toward the peculiar conditions. But if, in light of this, it becomes all the more

clear that such creative work can be the matter solely of this proletarian party, then it

follows to say that in Russia the party life  of  Social  Democracy in the present time

represents in this relation a series of shortcomings. Not only is there a lack of a strong

and cohesive core, which though to certain degree could serve as surrogate of open and

direct influence of the working mass on their Duma representatives, made impossible

under  domination  of  the  white  terror  of  counter-revolution,  but  even  also  those

elements of the organisation, which are at hand, gnaw at the root with fundamentally

unceasing and impudent internal struggle, reaching in a few comrades – insofar as one

can rely on the press – even the open attempt to liquidate the party itself.  Russian

comrades, are resenting to the depth of the soul the disobedience of the Duma faction

to the supreme organ of the party, the Central Committee, and at the same time entirely

are coming to terms with the fact that this supreme institution of the party quietly is

treated in this party’s organs, as a ‘circle of persons, holding sway in official institutions

of the party’, that contrary to the formal unity of the party and in mockery of it, in the

framework of it there continues to be waged an open and tenacious, although also not

formally organised, factional struggle, directed objectively against the party as a whole,

that this question of Duma tactics is turned in an object of factional struggle, so that

one part of the party sees it as a sacred duty to defend and justify that conduct of the

deputies, which provokes such thorough critique of the other part of the party, – these

comrades do not notice, evidently, how much they fall in a contradiction, not devoid of

great strangeness. And exactly the same, as 6–7 years ago the continuous indictment of

the French Social-Democracts against their own members of parliament for systematic

alteration of party principles and for tenacious disobedience to party institutions was

only an inverted reflection of  the  peculiar  organisational  ideological  disunity in the

ranks of the socialist proletariat of France, so the advice of those Russian comrades who

regard it through thick and thin necessary now by an ‘ultimatum’ to flog the Duma

faction, is tantamount in essence to the advice, that the party play the role of Gogolian

officer’s wife, i.e. flog itself.

It  requires,  of  course,  no  special  insight,  to  note,  that  the  outlined  condition  of

Russian Social Democracy, from its side, is not accidental, that, as its organisational

disunity is conditioned in the first place by the actual counter-revolutionary regime,

holding down the movement of the proletariat and having perverted the normal forms

and functions of its party life, so also factional strife is rooted, to a significant degree, in

the same general conditions of development of Social Democracy. But once this is so,
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then the comrades, wishing to correct the Duma deputies by an ‘ultimatum’, should

apply this fearsome ultimatum toward these objective conditions of Russian social life,

which prevent now Social  Democracy to be a strong and united organisation of  the

working class, in which the parliamentary faction by itself is reduced to its natural role:

an obedient weapon in the hands of the conscious proletariat.

II.

The assessment of the activity of the Duma deputies, leading to the idea of recall of

them, rests, on the other side, on a highly distinct understanding of the tactical tasks of

the proletariat in relation to the third Duma in general. In the resolutions, formulated

by the adherents of this idea, i.e. by the ‘otzovists’ in Moscow, as also in St. Petersburg,

decisively is expressed that view, that the utilization of the third Duma, as a tribune for

agitation in the spirit of  the principles of class struggle,  proved by force of external

conditions to be entirely impossible and that therefore ‘the only way out of the created

situation is an abidication of the Soc.-Dem. deputies, that emphasises the true character

of this Duma, as well as the revolutionary tactics of the Russian Soc.-Dem. Work. Party

(see  the  article  of  an  otzovist  in  no.  5  Rab.  Znameni,  republished  in  no.  39  of

Proletary). [1]

In this way, a partial question of the assessment of the activity of the given Social-

Democratic deputies turns to the ground of a much more general  and fundamental

question of tactics: to the ground of a boycott of the Duma by the conscious proletariat.

Factually  the recall  of  the Duma deputies logically  boils  down to the boycott  of  the

Duma,  at  least,  until  now,  as  long  as  the  election  law  of  3  June  exists  and  the

corresponding with it force in the Duma. Boycott, and that in the form of a simple exit

from the Duma of the Social-Democratic deputies, is recommended in the present time,

as sole truly ‘revolutionary tactic’ in relation to the reigning counter-revolution in the

third Duma. It is necessary to note that this latest invention of ‘revolutionariness’ is not

distinguished by originality and in any case did not cost its authors too much strain of

thought. The latest recipe of proletarian ‘radicalism’ represents a simple reheating of

the slogan of boycott of the Duma, applied in the time of election with the first Duma,

not having lost its charm still also with the election for the second Duma and defended

by a few comrades on the eve of elections in the third Duma. But this circumstance

serves as at once a new example of that simplified, vulgar understanding of proletarian

revolutionariness,  which  is  reduced  through  purely  external  fashion  to  well-known

short and dry formulas, not giving oneself the effort to fathom the correspondence of

militant tactics of the proletariat with the living and supple reality. Boycott by itself as
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abstract slogan, applied in all possible circumstances, represents not only not anything

specifically  revolutionary,  but  even  can  be  a  manifestation  of  the  entirely  opposite

character. When in the time of the 1848 revolution in Germany, after the powerless,

equivocal and cowardly liberal bourgeoisie in the course of half a year, arrived to the

inevitable finale in the form of the government turnover of 1 November, accompanied

by  the  replacement  of  the  ministry  of  Pfuel  and  the  installment  of  the  openly

reactionary  feudal  cabinet  of  count  Brandenburg,  the  headless  National  Assembly

announced in response to the absolutist turnover a boycott of the government in the

form of ‘passive resistance’. The Neue Rheinische Zeitung, published by Karl Marx,

immediately  declared  in  the  Rhine  Province  a  counterweight  to  this  slogan  of  the

bourgeoisie and for the support of National Assembly the necessity of a series of active

measures: from the refusal to pay taxes to the formation of revolutionary committees of

public  safety,  adding:  ‘Where  counter-revolutionary  authorities  seek  forcibly  to

frustrate the formation and official activity of these committees, force must be opposed

by  every  kind  of  force.  Passive  resistance  must  have  active  resistance  as  its  basis.

Otherwise it will resemble the vain struggle of a calf against its slaughterer.’ [2] In other

words,  Marx  saw  as  necessary  the  immediate  transformation  of  passive  boycott,

announced in response to the reactionary attack by the German bourgeoisie, in a series

of  measures,  causing  active  intervention  of  the  mass  of  the  proletariat  and  street

revolution. But as the German bourgeoisie in 1848 was afraid of street and independent

battles of the proletariat still much more, than of absolutism and the connected with it

feudal party and precisely therefore before it gave in, since it precisely therefore stayed

at  the  slogan of  ‘passive  resistance’,  so  that  for  nothing it  would dare  to  appeal  to

intervention of the popular mass, – then the November uprising of Marx, as also the

whole of his politics in the revolution of 1848, remained a voice in the wilderness. No

revolutionary performance in response to the counter-revolutionary provocation took

place,  and  the  mentioned  ‘passive  resistance’  of  the  German  bourgeoisie  ended  as

always ends the ‘vain struggle of a calf against its slaughterer’: the liberal calf was cut by

the slaughterer-absolutism.

However,  the  fact  that  passive  resistance  only  in  unison  with  active,  militant

resistance represents an actual means of political struggle, this remained not a secret

also for the bourgeoisie itself, – it proceeds to agree with the spirit of the Marxist slogan

of 1848 in all those cases, when its class interests reminds it of this and the extent of its

antagonism in relation to the proletariat. Another historical example of the application

of passive resistance in political struggle we find in the history of the Czech nationalists,

having boycotted the general-imperial parliament in the course of fifteen years. When

Austrian absolutism in the beginning of the 1860s under the influence of refreshing

scoldings, received by them at Magenta and Solferino, decided to turn on the road of

‘lawful order’ and octroyed on the country the centralist constitution of Schmerling, –
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Czech nationalists, compelling a federalist system, refused in 1863 to elect  from the

Bohemian Landtag deputies to the Vienna central Reichsrat and tenaciously held on to

this position up to 1878, as long as broad concessions were not compelled from minister

Taaffe.  True, their  reactionary federalist  ideal  not only was not realised,  but on the

contrary  was  step  for  step relegated by  the  political  development  of  Austria  to  the

domain of utopia. For this they compelled other, much more tangible utopias, in the

form of a new election law in the Landtag, recognising their Czech language mandatory

in Bohemia for goverment language, Czech universities etc. The politics of the Czechs,

however,  was  not  at  all  reduced  at  that  time  to  one  only  boycott  of  the  Vienna

parliament. At once when the boycott was announced, they launched in the country the

most wide and stormy agitation. Not fearing to go at meetings of mass ferment under

the convenient flag of national mystification, obscuring class contradictions, the Czechs

tried by all force to prop up their passive resistance ‘in parliament’ with the to active

resistance excited popular mass, and announced in 1868 in Bohemia a state of siege,

numerous arrests, bloody clashes with the police and army in the 1870s, a new series of

clashes in the 1880s, when the Czechs again resumed armed activity, the loud Trial of

‘Omladina’,  the  members  of  which  where  sentenced  for  ‘conspiracy’  to  draconian

penalties, finally the declaration of a state of siege in Prague in 1897 proves, that the

agitation of  the nationalists  did not remain without support from the side of  broad

circles  of  the  population.  To  cause  a  revolution  in  the  name  of  the  scrawny  and

reactionary slogan of nationalism the Czechs, of course, did not achieve, but for this

they fully achieved to transform the passive boycott of parliament into active resistance

of the country.

In  the  politics  of  the  revolutionary  proletariat,  by  its  very  nature,  calculated  in

advance on the self-activity of the mass, the parliamentary boycott in essence can be

only an episode of active mass struggle. The comrades, seeing in the boycott of the first

Duma,  announced  at  the  time,  by  the  majority  of  Russian  Social  Democracy,  a

revolutionary  tactic  par  excellence,  because  precisely  that  this  was  a  boycott,  and

wishing to revive this tactic in any moment, even in 1909, stand in their assessment

entirely on the same ground, as the staunch opponents of boycott, denying it always

and everywhere, as a deadly sin against the sacred dogma of parliamentarism. In both

cases  drops  entirely  out  of  view  the  concrete  political  circumstance,  in  which  the

boycott  of  the  Duma  was  an  elementary  duty  and  even  a  case  of  honour  of  the

revolutionary proletariat.

The whole year 1905 was from beginning to end a period of mass proletarian struggle

and at the same time a by phases increasingly surging wave of revolution. Starting with

9 January, the signal given by the St. Petersburg workers, the channel of the revolution

increasingly expands by a continuous series of mass strikes, an uprising in the army
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and fleet,  a  general  strike  in  October,  until  the  Moscow uprising.  To the relentless

expansion  of  the  revolutionary  struggle  corresponds  the  quick  and  energetic

development  of  its  internal  logic.  Reaching  in  October  its  apogee  by  way  of  the

application of the main weapon of the first phase of revolution – the general strike, the

mass struggle outlives a momentary hitch, – due to the fact that the practical effect of

this weapon in the October days runs out, having found its own limits, – in order to in

the next moment sped the power of its proper dialectic toward a new and inevitable

conclusion  from  the  mass  struggle  of  the  proletariat  –  toward  open  struggle.  The

Moscow uprising – this is on the one side a critique of the revolution in relation to its

own insufficiency (Unzulänglichkeit) in the first phase, on the other side the transition

to  the  second  higher  phase,  the  transition  from  preliminary  armed  action  against

absolutism toward the real  Gordian knot of  struggle,  through the elucidation of  the

revolution of its own development: toward the decisive fight for political power. The

Moscow uprising was the beginning, the slogan of the second period of revolution, as

the  uprising  of  9  January  in  St.  Petersburg  was  the  signal  of  the  first  period.  The

revolution had to go fully through further phases developing breadth and depth on the

ground of open street battles with the old power, as it from January to October outlived

it on the ground of strikes. Likewise, as the St. Petersburg strikes, expanding like a roll

of  thunder,  moved into  general  storm of  economic  struggles,  gripping Russia  from

corner to corner, exploding the social ground throughout the whole country and lifting

on their feet the whole mass of the working class, – so also the Moscow uprising would

have had to expand in a series of ubiquitous uprisings, which only matured inwardly

and merge, finally, by force of its own logic, into a general uprising of the working class

for open struggle, that could bring to the end the cause of the revolution, i.e. destroy the

old power and clear the ground for a new political order. The Moscow uprising would

have had to serve as a signal for a series of other uprisings, so that the revolution could

further develop, go further forward, striving steadily toward its goals. From this follows,

that the Moscow uprising by itself, in its isolation could not in any way end with victory,

but follows also that its historical role in the destinies of the revolution as a whole has

been  little  connected  with  its  direct  external  success,  since  the  bloody  defeat  –  in

appearances, the defeat – of 9 January did not prevent it by this event to become the

moment of the birth of a great revolution. Whether to turn the defeat of the Moscow

uprising in a signal for a new offensive movement of the revolution or a signal for the

liquidation of  the revolutionary period by absolutism – such is the question,  placed

before the proletariat after the December crisis. This or the other response decided the

further destiny of the revolution for years, the moment being the turning point of the

whole revolutionary development. The convocation of the first Duma meant an answer

in the sense, of condemning the revolution to decline. The Duma, parodying popular

representation and legislative assembly at  the time, when the whole political  power

factually remains in the hands of absolutism and when the first attempt to wrest this
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power  just  ended  with  the  defeat  of  the  proletariat,  could  be  in  essence  only  a

manoeuvre from the side of counter-revolution, a fort, at which the old power could aim

at leisure its damaging battery and close ranks. To allow the convocation of this Duma,

to take in it part meant for the proletariat to take part by its own hand in the openly

liquidationary period, to embed a partial defeat, as a general one, to turn victory over

the Moscow uprising into victory over the revolution, to halt the development of the

revolutionary struggle and to begin the retreat on all lines.

Politicians, confusing the role of the vanguard, going before the fighting army of the

proletariat, with the much more comfortable role strongly hindsighted ‘historians’ of its

own movement, point with inexhaustible triumph to the fact that subsequent events

proved the futility of the hope for the further spread of mass uprisings after the Moscow

defeat. In fact, the line of straight development of the revolution proved at the time in

tatters,  the revolution was destined for a long time to be buried and the method of

action and the operating basis, to withdraw in the tray of social life and start here with

that great energy the work of class differentiation and accumulation of new material for

future eruption. Undoubtedly, to ward off this turn was not in the power of this or the

other tactic of Social Democracy. But this fact, that the vanguard of the revolutionary

army  entirely  correctly  assessed  the  internal  logic  and  conditions  of  further

development of struggle and did on the turning point everything that hangs on it, in

order to delay the turn back of the wheel of events, that it strove to bring the situation

to extreme revolutionary progression, to which in general it was possible to go, that it

retreated only due to an undoubted decline of the revolution, only after the inevitability

of it was revealed with one’s own eyes, and not in advance throwing down the weapon

with  the  wise  foresight  and  anticipation  of  defeat,  this  fact  becomes  one  of  the

illustrious  testimonies  of  truly  revolutionary  tactics  on  the  pages  of  history  of  the

‘stormy period’ and redeems with its luster, maybe, partly the subsequent errors, made

at the time of the first Duma and after its dissolution.

Such is the internal meaning of the boycott of the first Duma. Its revolutionariness

lies not in this, so to say, technical side of this means of struggle, but in that aggregate

of tactical moments, in that political content, for which the boycott served as only an

outward expression.

Hence is understandable also that depressing feeling, with which the advanced layer

of the proletarian army was forced to observe after the dispersal of the first Duma, that

the decline of the revolution is not only a short episode, but a long gloomy streak. The

hopes for a return to the period of mass revolutionary struggles had to have naturally

rise after the liberal campaign in the first Duma, pushing aside the proletariat from the

foreground  of  the  revolution,  suffered  a  resounding  fiasco.  Therefore,  when  Social

Democracy  decisively  urged  towards  an  alteration  of  the  front  –  towards  the
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participation in elections, openly observing by this the become inevitable necessity to

change operating basis, it was no surprise, that the slogan of this caused, in numerous

ranks of the proletariat not inspiration, but a feeling of depression and bewilderment.

The lack of the love of the loud revolutionary word ‘boycott’ created, e.g., among Polish

proletarians a very sluggish relation to elections in the second Duma, and the sense that

participation in the elections is the explicit and formal recognition by the proletariat

itself of the decline of the revolution.

The lessons of three years cannot pass in vain for Social Democracy, the first duty of

which is learning from history. In the present time, given the whole evolution, gone

through by social classes of Russia in the frame of the constitution of governmental

turnover, given the continuing passivity of the labouring mass and the strengthened

position of absolutism in internal and external politics, to carry as if nothing happened

on further the tactical line of an urgent revolution, would mean to slam into full Don

Quixotism. Not one serious politics can count in the following weeks or months upon a

universal revolutionary explosion of the popular mass. On the contrary, the longer, the

more it becomes clear,  that for us could be necessary enduring preparatory work of

political education and organisation of the proletariat, for it to be up to the height of the

task, when a new rise of the revolution will ripen in an entirely new situation. It is clear

further that a boycott of the Duma under such circumstances is not connected with any

general tactical line, is cut off entirely from a general policy of the proletariat. Boycott

in these conditions – is not the first barrage of an approaching army, but a blank shot,

after which nothing can follow except an echo. This is the typical ‘passive resistance’ of

blessed memory of the Berlin National Assembly. Taken in the contemporary concrete

situation the slogan of recall of the Soc.-Dem. faction is not a ‘revolutionary tactic of the

proletariat’, but the wretched tactic of the craven bourgeoisie, ‘the vain struggle of a calf

against its slaughterer’.

One more side is noteworthy in the slogan of a boycott of the Black-Hundred Duma.

It is justified by the compact counter-revolutionary character of the Duma, not giving

space  of  agitational  activity  of  Social-Democratic  deputies.  But  the  character  and

content of the venerable assembly in the Tauride Palace is not eliminated by the naked

fact of its reactionariness. The decisive circumstance is that the third Duma – is already

not the organ of counter-revolution of a governmental gang, but the organ of counter-

revolution  of  the  whole  bourgeois  society  of  Russia.  In  this  lies  the  historical

significance  of  the  present  Russian  ‘parliament’  and  hence  emerges  at  once  the

necessity  to  bring  likewise  also  into  this  ‘parliament’  the  class  struggle  of  the

proletariat, no matter how heavy and difficult the conditions of this struggle would be.
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III.

The most important, perhaps, particular tactical fault, residing in the slogan of recall of

the Duma faction,  is  that  the  general  psychological  background,  on which only  this

slogan also became possible. The very root of this current in the ranks of the party,

which  considers  it  needful  to  cause  noise,  baptised  with  the  name  ‘otzovism’,  lies,

although also not consciously, in the faithlessness in the future and in the objective

guarantee of the resumption and victory of revolution. Only this ideological perplexity

could  cause  the  demand  for  an  artificial,  invented,  arduous  slogan  of

‘revolutionariness’, to cause a propensity to adventure, instead of with quiet firmness

use that untouched material  for  truly  revolutionary agitation among the proletarian

mass, which is delivered every day by the Stolypinist regime and at every step by the all-

Russian counter-revolutionary club,  the  referred third Duma.  As  manifestation of  a

disgraceful decline of revolutionary spirit, this current deserves the most decisive rebuff

from the side of the whole revolutionary Social Democracy.

Footnotes

1. Lenin’s response to this article: Two Letters.

2. A Decree of Eichmann’s. First published in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, No. 147, 19
November 1848. ‘Er gleicht sonst dem Sträuben des Kalbes gegen seinen Schlächter.’
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The question of  the  right  to  vote in Prussia,  which has  remained in  a  condition of

immutability for more than half a century, is today the focus of Germany’s public life. A

few weeks of energetic mass action by the proletariat have sufficed to stir up the old

swamp of Prussian reaction and to blow a fresh breeze through the political life of all

Germany. A reform of the Prussian electoral law cannot be achieved by parliamentary

means; here only a direct mass action from without, in the country, can bring about

change – we are more firmly aware of this than ever, following our first experiences of

street demonstrations on the one hand, and the events in the electoral commission of

the Prussian Landtag on the other.

Nevertheless, if the latest impressive street demonstrations already signify a welcome

innovation in the outward forms of Social Democracy’s struggle, and if at the same time

they have set off a most powerful mass struggle for the right to vote in Prussia, then

they  for  their  part  impose  certain  obligations  on  the  party  to  whose  initiative  and

leadership they are attributable. In view of the mass movement it has unleashed, our

party must have a clear and definite plan of how it intends to continue the mass action

which it has already begun. Street demonstrations, like military demonstrations, are

usually only a prelude to the battle.  There are cases in which demonstrations alone

attain their end by intimidating the enemy. But apart from the undeniable fact that the

enemy,  in  this  case  the  unified  reaction  of  the  Junkers,  haute  bourgeoisie  and

monarchists  in  Prussia  and  Germany,  is  not  in  the  least  inclined  to  give  in
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demonstrations can exert an effective pressure only when they are backed up by the

firm resolve and readiness to resort, if necessary, to stronger methods of doing battle.

Above all we must be clear about what we intend to do if the street demonstrations

prove inadequate to achieve their direct end.

The necessity of complete lucidity and determination in this regard has been proven

by the party’s experience until now. Two years ago we made the first attempts at street

demonstrations in Prussia. Even then the masses proved equal to the situation, and

enthusiastically followed the Social-Democratic rallying cry. Among the aroused masses

one could sense a fresh breeze, a hope for new and more effective forms of struggle, a

resolve not to be intimidated or to shrink from any sacrifice. And what was the end

result?  The party advanced no new demands and the action was not  extended and

continued.  On  the  contrary,  the  masses  were  tacitly  warned  to  desist,  the  general

agitation ebbed away forthwith, and the whole affair in fact ran aground.

This first experiment might be an indication and a warning to our party that mass

demonstrations  have  their  own logic  and  their  own  psychology;  to  take  these  into

account  is  an  urgent  necessity  for  politicians  who  wish  to  master  them.  For  the

expressions of the masses’ will in the political struggle cannot be held at one and the

same level artificially or for any length of time, nor can they be encapsulated in one and

the same form. They must be intensified, concentrated and must take on new and more

effective  forms.  Once  unleashed,  the  mass  action  must  go  forward.  And  if  at  the

acknowledged moment the leading party lacks the resolve to provide the masses with

the  necessary  watchwords,  then  they  are  inevitably  overcome  by  a  certain

disillusionment, their courage vanishes and the action collapses of itself.

We had a  small  but  clear  warning in  this  direction right  at  the  beginning of  the

present  campaign.  When  the  party  leadership  in  Berlin  arranged  those  sixty-two

meetings in January and failed to combine them with street demonstrations, in reality

we experienced a set-back. As is well known, these meetings were very poorly attended,

despite our increased agitation, and only on February 13th, when we had planned from

the outset for processions through the streets, did the masses follow the party’s rallying

cry enthusiastically and in vast multitudes. It is obvious that the scheme of neatly and

efficiently going through the whole catalogue from beginning to end, from meetings

without  street  demonstrations  to  meetings  with  street  demonstrations,  and  so  on,

simply cannot he done in practice. The proletarian masses in Berlin, and in most of the

great industrial  centres  of  Prussia,  have already been so strongly aroused by  Social

Democracy that the form of mere protest meetings against the injustice of the Prussian

electoral system, with its usual passing of resolutions, is no longer enough for them.

Street demonstrations are today the least action which can correspond to the resentful

masses’ thirst for action and to the tense political situation.
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But for how long? One would have to be well out of touch with the intellectual life of

the  party  masses  across  the  country  not  to  perceive  clearly  that  the  street

demonstrations, especially after their initial advances of recent weeks, have created a

frame of mind through their inner logic, and at the same time have objectively created a

situation on the battlefield which leads past the demonstrations themselves and which

sooner or later makes further steps and stronger methods unavoidably necessary.

The proceedings in the electoral law commission and in the plenary session of the

Prussian Chamber of Deputies, the fact that even the most demagogic of all parties, the

Centre,  did  not  hesitate  to  unite  with  the  Junkers  to  block  the  electoral  law,  thus

destroying all hope for a serious reform of this law – all this, coming as an answer to the

large-scale demonstrations in all Prussia, is a slap in the face for the demonstrating

masses and for Social Democracy at their head, a blow which cannot go unreturned.

Now that the open struggle has been taken up, it must unfold in rapid succession from

the relentless iron logic of this struggle itself. Now that the reaction has rejected the

mass demonstrations by subverting the electoral reform bill in the commission and in

the plenary session, the masses, under the leadership of Social Democracy, must reject

this subversion by attacking anew. In a situation such as this, to hesitate for long, to

extend the pause between each battle,  to  be indecisive in choosing the method and

strategy of the further struggle, means virtually to lose the battle. It is necessary to keep

our opponents under pressure and not to let them develop the illusion that we would

not dare to go further than we have already gone, or that we would not have the courage

to accept the consequences. On the other hand, the street demonstrations will soon no

longer  be  enough for  the  psychological  need,  the  combative  frame of  mind,  of  the

masses, and if Social Democracy does not resolutely advance one step further, if it lets

the right political moment for giving a further watchword slip by, then it can scarcely

succeed in sustaining the street demonstrations for any length of time. The action will

then finally grow tired and, as two years ago, collapse. This experience is confirmed by

the  examples  of  analogous  struggles  in  Belgium,  in  Austria-Hungary,  in  Russia  –

struggles which also exhibit the inevitable intensification and progression of the mass

action and which, just because of this intensification, obtained a political result.

One other fact serves as a clear sign that for Social Democracy street demonstrations

alone  will  soon  be  overtaken  by  the  wave  of  events.  Today  there  are  bourgeois

democrats,  Leftist  radical  elements  of  the  bourgeoisie,  who  organize  street

demonstrations! Of course the courage of these homeless politicians, as anyone can see,

dates  from the  Social-Democratic  initiative.  And  of  course  the  meetings  and street

processions arranged by these retired officers without armies are filled largely by none

other  than  Social-Democratic  workers.  The  very  fact,  however,  that  the  street

demonstrations  have  become a  method of  political  struggle  and a  necessity  for  the
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democratic bourgeoisie shows that they can no longer be methods of struggle adequate

for  the  requirements  of  the  Leftist  front,  Social  Democracy.  In  this  case,  Social

Democracy can do justice to its mission of encouraging all elements opposed to the

propertied classes only by forcing the action of all elements to a head, by constantly

taking the lead and pointing the way with its resolute slogans. If street demonstrations

have become a method of doing battle for even Breitscheid, Liszt and Co., then it is high

time that Social Democracy considered what its next method of struggle is to be.

Thus the party finds itself confronted on all sides with the question: what is the next

step? And since the last party congress in Prussia avoided this question, with a gesture

unfortunately  rather  more  spectacular  than  political,  it  must  now  be  settled  by  a

discussion in  the press  and at  public meetings.  The mass of  party comrades  in  the

country must consider and decide what the next step is to be. Only then, only as the

expression of  the  mass  of  the  party,  can our  tactics  of  further  struggle  acquire  the

necessary vigour and impetus.

II

The answer has already been given in a number of resolutions and statements of the

Social-Democratic workers in various centres of our movement. In Halle, in Bremen, in

Breslau, in the agitation district of Hessen-Nassau, in Königsberg, our comrades have

loudly named the method of struggle which the present mass struggle compels the party

to employ; it is the mass strike.

In principle our party endorsed the political mass strike by formal party resolution at

the Jena Congress five years ago, as a method of struggle applicable in Germany. To be

sure, when this resolution was passed, the party had in mind the possible necessity of

protecting the existing right to vote for the Reichstag, that is, the party was thinking of a

defensive action. However, in view of the close connection between internal Prussian

politics and national politics, in view of the latest provocations and threats of a coup

d’etat by the Prussian Junkers in the Reichstag, and in view of the entire situation, it is

obvious  that  in  the  present  struggle  it  is  not  just  the  right  to  vote  in  Prussia,  but

ultimately the right to vote in the Reich, which is at stake. If the Junkers and their

accomplices triumph over the workers in the matter of the right to vote in Prussia, this

will without doubt swell  their courage to deprive them of their right to vote for the

Reichstag at an opportune moment. And, conversely, a vigorous and successful mass

offensive on the question of suffrage will be the best and most secure guarantee of the

right to vote in the Reichstag elections.

Rosa Luxemburg: The Next Step (1910) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1910/03/15.htm

4 of 9 9/20/2018, 9:30 PM



The mass  strike  recommends itself  especially  to  the  present  campaign because it

occurs to some extent automatically, as the natural and inevitable intensification of a

mass action which has already begun and is spreading further. The notion of a mass

strike shot from a pistol, ‘made’ one beautiful morning by a simple party directive, is

only a childish fantasy, an anarchistic chimera. However, a mass strike resulting from a

demonstration  movement  of  the  vast  working  masses,  lasting  several  months  and

taking on increasingly large dimensions, creates a situation in which a party of three

million is confronted with the dilemma of either pushing forward at any price or of

seeing the mass action collapse unsuccessfully. Such a mass strike is born of the inner

need  and  of  the  resoluteness  of  the  aroused  masses,  and  simultaneously  of  the

concentrated political situation, and it is both its own justification and the guarantee of

its own effectiveness.

Of course the mass strike is not a miraculous method guaranteeing success under all

circumstances.  In  particular,  the  mass  strike  must  not  be  regarded as  an  artificial,

unique and mechanical method, a neatly applicable way of exerting political pressure

according to regulations and commands. The mass strike is merely the external form of

an action which has its own inner development, logic, intensification and consequences,

and  these  are  most  closely  connected  with  the  political  situation  and  its  further

progress. The mass strike, especially as a brief; single demonstrative strike, is certainly

not the final word of the incipient political campaign. Rather it is the campaign’s first

word at its present stage. And though the further course, the duration, the immediate

success, and indeed the costs and sacrifices of this campaign cannot he written down

beforehand with pen on paper, as can the cost-estimates of a stockbroking operation,

there are nevertheless situations in which it is the political duty of a party which is the

leader  of  millions  to  give  resolutely  the  watchwords  which  alone  can  spur  on  the

struggle that that party has begun.

A  party,  such  as  German  Social  Democracy,  which  upholds  the  principle  of

organization and party discipline in an unprecedented manner virtually eliminates the

initiative of the unorganized masses and their spontaneous and, as it were, improvised

ability to act -which until now has been an important and often decisive factor in all

great political struggles. To such a party falls the inescapable duty of pointing out the

value to great actions of this highly developed organization and discipline, and their

applicability  to forms of  the  struggle other than parliamentary elections. A decision

must be  made as to whether German Social  Democracy,  which is  supported by  the

strongest trade-union organization and the greatest army of voters in the world, can

bring about a mass action (which has been done at various times with great success in

little Belgium, in Italy,  in Austria-Hungary, in Sweden – not to mention Russia), or

whether in Germany a trade-union organization numbering two million members and a
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powerful, well-disciplined party is just as incapable of giving birth to an effective mass

action at the crucial moment as were the French trade unions, which had been crippled

by anarchist confusion, and the French Socialist party, which had been weakened by

internal disputes.

It is evident of course that an action of the character and significance of the mass

strike  cannot  be  undertaken  by  the  party  alone  without  the  trade  unions.  Only  a

common, unified operation by both organizations can kindle a huge action across the

entire country, the only kind of action which can succeed in Germany. Now from the

trade unions’ point of view, various factors come into consideration. On the one hand,

the western coal-mining regions have for some time been involved in a violent upheaval

and are preparing for a great economic struggle. On the other hand, the situation in the

various branches of production, for example in the building trade, has been so tense

that the bosses are only waiting for a suitable pretext to initiate a large-scale lock-out.

At first sight both cases might appear to be a reason for considering a political mass

strike as inopportune from the standpoint of the trade unions. But only at first sight. If

one looks more closely, the coincidence of large-scale mass strikes in the coal-mining

industry with a political strike movement could be only useful to both the trade union

and  the  party.  In  any  great  mass  movement  of  the  proletariat,  a  great  number  of

political and economic factors coincide. To attempt to peel these away from each other

in  an  artificial  manner,  to  attempt  to  keep  them  separate  from  one  another  in  a

pedantic fashion, would be a vain and detrimental start. A healthy, viable movement,

such as the present Prussian campaign, must and should draw its sustenance from all

the accumulated inflammatory social material. On the other hand, the success of the

narrower cause of the miners can only be furthered if they enter into a broader political

cause, thereby imbuing their opponents – the coal magnates and the government –

with greater fear. Their opponents would then see themselves all the more compelled to

satisfy the miners with concessions and to attempt to isolate them from the political

tidal wave. But as far as the threatening lock-outs are concerned we all know on the

basis of countless experiences that when the interests of the entrepreneur and of his

master-in-my-own-house standpoint so require, he has never lacked the pretexts for a

brutal mass lock-out, nor has any absence of semi-justified pretexts ever prevented him

from carrying out his violent acts. Whether or not a political mass strike is effected,

there will be no shortage of lock-outs, so long as they suit the bosses’ purposes. That

these lock-outs coincide with a great political  movement can only have the effect  of

raising the proletariat’s idealism, its readiness to make sacrifices, its energy and ability

to resist, and of making the workers more resistant to the partial sufferings occasioned

by these lock-outs.

For all that, the most important consideration from the trade unions’ standpoint is as
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follows: a great mass-strike action in every case involves a strong risk to the existence of

the  trade-union  organization  and  its  financial  position.  Can  and  should  the  trade

unions assume such a risk? For the moment we will not dispute that there is a risk. But

which struggle, which action, which purely economic strike does not involve a risk to

the workers’ fighting organizations? Should the powerful consolidation, the numerical

strength of our German trade unions be a reason for their taking greater account of

such  dangers  in  their  struggles  (as  do  weaker  trade  unions  in  other  countries,  for

example in Sweden and Italy), then this would be a dangerous argument against the

trade unions themselves. For this would lead to the peculiar conclusion that the greater

and stronger our organization, the less capable of action, the more hesitant we become.

The purpose of even the strongest consolidation of trade unions would thus be called

into question, since we need the organizations as a means to an end, as the tools for the

struggle, and not as ends in themselves. But fortunately this question cannot even arise.

In reality the danger, the risk that our trade-union organizations run is only an external

one. In reality, healthy, strong organizations prove themselves only in bitter struggles;

they arise from each trial of strength with renewed powers and are again equal to the

task. Let the initial consequences of a general political mass strike be a weakening or

damaging  to  a  number  of  trade  unions  –  after  a  short  time  not  only  will  the  old

organization  again  flourish,  but  the  great  action  will  arouse  new  groups  of  the

proletariat and will bring the organization’s ideas into new circles which have hitherto

been immune to a peaceful, systematic trade-union organization. Or this great action

will  win  over  multitudes  of  the  proletariat  who  until  now  have  been  under  the

leadership  of  the  bourgeoisie,  the  Centre  Party,  the  Hirsch-Dunekerites,[A]  the

Lutherans.  A healthy,  large,  bold mass action will  always bring with it  gains  which

outweigh the losses. At this very moment we are witnessing an instructive example of

how, under certain circumstances,  the most  cautious  trade-union movement can be

caught up in a situation in which it becomes a necessity, a matter of honour, for it to

plunge into a great struggle without timidly weighing all the chances of winning against

those of losing. This example is revealed to us in Philadelphia. Now the trade-union

organization in that city might well be considered as the least revolutionary, foolhardy

and  rash  in  the  whole  International.  It  is  an  organization  headed  by  Gompers,  a

lukewarm politician full of scorn for Social-Democratic ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘revolutionary

slogans’. This organization, now entering the political battle, will perhaps proclaim a

comprehensive  general  strike  in  the  immediate  future  aimed  at  safeguarding  the

freedom  to  organize  of  six  hundred  tramway  employees.  That  this  violent  trial  of

strength  against  capitalism,  which  is  growing  hourly,  involves  the  American  trade

unions in a great risk, is beyond doubt. However, who will condemn the measures taken

by Gompers in this case, and who will not understand that this great trial of strength

can in the final analysis have only the most beneficial consequences for the American
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labour movement as a whole ? Similarly, when the balance is drawn up, the German

trade unions as a whole can only profit if they once make their power felt vis-Ã -vis an

arrogant and united capitalism.

From the political standpoint, one more factor comes into consideration. In 1912, we

shall have the Reichstag elections, in which we shall be expected to give our general

consent to the ‘Hottentot Elections’.[B] Admittedly our opponents have paved the way

admirably for us with their finance reform. For our part, however, we cannot create a

more splendid situation than to arrange a great preliminary political mass action on a

scale  which  Germany  has  not  yet  witnessed.  By  arousing  the  broadest  masses,  by

increasing their idealism and by channelling their fighting energy as much as possible,

we can  achieve  a  degree  of  enlightenment  and understanding  which  will  make  the

coming elections a stunning Waterloo for the ruling system.

From both the trade unions’ and the political stand-point, then, we are impelled to:

first look, and then leap!

A political mass strike in Germany – in this case, of course, it is not Prussia alone

which comes into consideration; the party masses in the rest of the Reich will surely

hasten to us with their enthusiastic and spontaneous support – a German mass strike

would exert a far-reaching, long-range effect on the International. It would be a fact

which  would  enhance  immeasurably  the  courage,  the  belief  in  socialism,  the

confidence, the readiness for sacrifice of  the proletariat in all countries.  To be sure,

considerations of this kind cannot be a reason for German Social Democracy and the

German trade unions to decide to apply the mass strike; such a strike must be a product

of the internal situation in Germany itself. However, in drawing up the profit and loss

columns  of  the  balance-sheet  of  a  possible  application  of  the  mass  strike,  such

considerations  should  also  be  included.  German  Social  Democracy  has  until  now

provided the International with the great model in the areas of parliamentary struggle,

organization and party discipline. Perhaps it will  soon provide a shining example of

how all these advantages can be combined with a resolute and intrepid mass action.

Nevertheless it most not be anticipated by any means that one fine day the supreme

leadership of the movement, the Party Executive and the General Commission of the

trade unions, will give the ‘command’ to commence the mass strike. Corporate bodies

which bear  the responsibility  for  millions  are  naturally  hesitant  to  pass  resolutions

which, after all, must be carried out by others. Beyond this, the decision to undertake a

direct mass action can originate only in the mass itself. The liberation of the working

class can only be the work of the working class itself – this guiding principle from the

Communist  Manifesto  has  also  the  specific  meaning that,  even  within  the  class

party  of  the  proletariat,  any  great,  decisive  movement  must  originate  not  in  the
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initiative of a handful of leaders, but in the conviction and solidarity of the mass of

party supporters. Again, the decision to fight the present struggle for the right to vote in

Prussia, and to fight in accordance with the pledge of our Prussian party conference –

‘with all the means at our disposal’, that is, with the means of the mass strike – can be

taken only by the broadest groups in the party. It is a matter for our comrades in the

party and the trade unions in every city and every district to state their position on the

questions raised by the present situation and to express clearly and openly their views,

their will, so that the opinion of the organized working masses can make itself heard as

a whole. And having done this, our leaders will be as secure in their posts as they have

ever been.

[A] A trade-union organization set up in the 1850s under the aegis of the liberal bourgeoisie and
opposed to any political ties between unions and parties.

[B] The name given to the 1907 Reichstag election campaign when the Chancellor, von Bülow,
campaigned on an imperialist platform designed to brand the Social Democrats as traitors to
the nation.
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[A polemic against Comrade Kautsky’s theory of the Mass Strike]
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pp. 344–77, 378–420; they have also been checked against the manner in which they

were printed in Die Neue Zeit.

Source: News & Letters, April 1980.

Translated: (from the German) David Wolff.

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins.

Copyright: © 1980 News & Letters. Printed with Permission from News & Letters.

In this version a number of minor typographical errors have been corrected. Emphasis is given here by

italics rather than underlinings. Luxemburg’s notes have been placed in square brackets in the text itself.

The translator’s notes have been numbered and placed at the end. All our thanks to News & Letters.

Part 1 [Kautsky’s poor handling of Mass Strike article]

Part 2 [Kautsky disdains Russian revolutionary potential]

Part 3 [Kautsky: the mass strike is incompatible with Germany]

Part 4 [Russian development created the mass strike]

Part 5 [Kautsky’s theory: mass strike is a one-time event]

Part 6 [Prussia: the mass strike arises from the masses]

Postscript: An Attrition or Collision

Introduction by News & Letters

This is the first English translation of Theory and Practice by Rosa Luxemburg. It will

give the American public the opportunity to hear Rosa Luxemburg speak for herself in

her confrontation with Karl Kautsky on the crucial questions of the General Mass Strike
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and on the relationship of spontaneity to organization, as well as on the unity of theory

and practice. This crucial 1910 debate in German Social Democracy led to Luxemburg’s

revolutionary break with Karl Kautsky and foreshadowed the collapse of the Second

International at the outbreak of World War I. Also included here are her concluding

remarks from "Attrition or Collision" in that continuing debate, where she extended her

critique of the opportunism which was corroding the German Social Democracy to an

attack on its pusillanimity in the fight against imperialism.

David Wolff, April 1980
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 1

The first question which the interest of party circles demands in our present dispute is

this: whether discussion of the mass strike was obstructed in the party press, namely in

Vorwärts and the Neue Zeit. Comrade Kautsky denies this, asserting that it would

“naturally  never  have  occurred  to  him  to  wish  to  ‘forbid’  discussion  of  the  mass

strike.”[A]  Comrade  Kautsky  wishes  to  misunderstand  me.  We  are  obviously  not

concerned with a veto of Comrade Kautsky’s – a single editor cannot “forbid” anything

– but with a veto by the “high command” of his original acceptance of my article, which

was obeyed by Comrade Kautsky in his sphere of influence the Neue Zeit.

As for the other question – propaganda for a republic – here Comrade Kautsky also

denies that he obstructed me. “That would never have occurred to him. “ All that was

involved was one passage about a republic in my mass strike article, “whose wording

seemed inexpedient”  to the editors of  the Neue Zeit.  I  myself then had my article

published in the Dortmund Arbeiter-Zeitung.  “But in vain will  one search this

article for that passage about a republic.” Comrade Kautsky has “not noticed” that I

had published this passage somewhere else. “The cowardly veiling of principles with

which Comrade Luxemburg reproaches us, “ he concludes, “is therefore reduced to this:

that we objected to one passage in her article, which she herself has voluntarily dropped

since then. Such strategy is no piece of heroism, Octavia!”

In  this  representation  of  the  facts,  which  places  me  in  such  a  ridiculous  light,

Comrade Kautsky has  fallen victim to singular  errors.  In  reality  it  was  not  at  all  a

question of “one passage” and the possible danger of its “wording”: it was a question of

the content, of the slogan of a republic and the agitation for it – and Comrade Kautsky

must excuse me, in the precarious position in which his presentation of the case has left

me,  if  I  call  upon him as  chief  witness  and rescuer  in  my greatest  need.  Comrade

Kautsky wrote me this after he received my mass strike article:
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Your article is very beautiful and very important, I am not in agreement with everything

and reserve the right to polemize against it. Today I don’t have time to do so in writing.

Enough,  I  gladly  accept  the  article  if  you  delete  pages  29  to  the  end.  Under  no

circumstances could I print this. Even your point of departure is false. There is not one

word  in  our  program about  a  republic.  Not  out  of  oversight,  not  because  of  editorial

caprice, but on well-considered grounds. Likewise the Gotha Program said nothing of a

republic, and Marx, as much as he condemned this program, acknowledged in his letter

that it wouldn’t do to openly demand a republic (Neue Zeit, 1, p.573). Engels spoke on the

same matter regarding the Erfurt Program (Neue Zeit, XX, 1, p.11) [B]

I  don’t  have  time  to  set  forth  to  you the  grounds  which  Marx  and Engels,  Bebel  and

Liebknecht acknowledged to be sound.  Enough, that  what you want is  an entirely new

agitation which until now has always been rejected. This new agitation, however, is the sort

we have no business discussing so openly. With your article you want to proclaim on your

own hook, as a single individual,  an entirely new agitation which the party has always

rejected. We cannot and will  not proceed in this manner. A single personality, however

high  she may stand,  cannot pull  off  a  fait  accompli  on  her  own hook which can have

unforeseeable consequences for the party.

It goes on in the same vein for about another two pages.

The “entirely new agitation, “ which could have “unforeseeable consequences” for the

party, had the following wording:

Universal, equal direct suffrage for all adults, without distinction of sex, is the immediate

goal  which ensures us the enthusiastic agreement of the broadest  strata at the present

moment. But this goal is not the only one which we must now preach. As long as we answer

the infamous electoral reform bungling of the government and the bourgeois parties by

proclaiming the slogan of  a truly democratic  electoral system, we still  find ourselves –

taking the political situation as a whole – on the defensive. In accord with the good old

principle  of  every real  battle  tactic,  that  a  powerful  blow is  the  best  defense,  we must

answer the ever more insolent provocations of the reigning reaction by turning the tables

in our agitation and going over to a sharp attack all along the line. This can be done in the

most visible, clear, and so to speak, lapidary form if our agitation clearly champions the

following demand, which the first point our political program leads to: the demand for a

republic.

Up till now the watchword republic has played a limited role in our agitation. There were

good reasons  for  this:  our  party  wished to save the German working class from those

bourgeois,  or  rather  petty  bourgeois  republican  illusions  which  were  (for  example)  so

disastrous in the history of French socialism, and still are today. From the beginning, the

proletarian struggle in Germany was consistently and resolutely directed not against this

or that form and excrescence of class society in particular, but against class society as such;

instead of  splintering into anti-militarism, anti-monarchism, and other petty bourgeois

“isms,” it constantly built itself as anti-capitalism, mortal enemy of the existing order in all

its excrescences and forms, whether under the cloak of monarchy or republic. And through

forty years’ radical labor of enlightenment, we have succeeded in making this conviction

the  enduring  possession  of  the  awakened  German proletariat:  that  the  best  bourgeois
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republic  is  no less a class state and bulwark of  capitalist  exploitation than the present

monarchy, and that only the abolition of the wage system and class rule in every form, and

not the outward show of “popular sovereignty” in a bourgeois republic, can materially alter

the condition of the proletariat.

Well then, it is just because the forty-year labor of Social Democracy has been such a

fundamental  prophylaxis  against  the  dangers of  republican petty bourgeois  illusions in

Germany that today we can calmly make a place in our agitation for the foremost principle

of our political program, a place that is its due by right. By pushing forward the republican

character of Social Democracy we win, above all, one more opportunity to illustrate in a

palpable, popular fashion our principled opposition as a class party of the proletariat to

the  united  camp  of  all  bourgeois  parties.  For  the  frightening  downfall  of  bourgeois

liberalism in Germany is  revealed most  drastically  in  its  Byzantine genuflection to  the

monarchy, in which liberal burgerdom runs only a nose behind conservative Junkerdom.

But this is not enough. The general state of Germany’s domestic and foreign politics in

recent years points to the monarchy as the center, or at least the outward, visible head of

the reigning reaction. The semi-absolute monarchy with its personal authority has formed

for  a  quarter  century,  and with  every  year  more  so,  the  stronghold  of  militarism,  the

driving force of battleship diplomacy, the leading spirit of geopolitical adventure, just as it

has  been  the  shield  of  Junkerdom  in  Prussia  and  the  bulwark  of  the  ascendancy  of

Prussia’s political backwardness in the entire Reich: it is finally, so to speak, the personal

sworn foe of the working class and Social Democracy.

In Germany, the slogan of a republic is thus infinitely more than the expression of a

beautiful dream of democratic “peoples’ government,” or political doctrinairism floating in

the clouds: it is a practical war cry against militarism, navalism, colonialism, geopolitics,

Junker  rule,  the  Prussianization  of  Germany;  it  is  only  a  consequence  and  drastic

summation of our daily battle against all individual manifestations of the reigning reaction.

In particular,  the most recent events point straight in the same direction: Junkerdom’s

threats in the Reichstag of an absolutist coup d’etat and the Reich Chancellor’s insolent

attacks on Reichstag voting rights in the Prussian Landtag, as well as the redemption of the

“royal pledge” on the question of Prussian suffrage through the Bethmann reform bill.

With a  clear  conscience I  can here  set  forth this  “entirely  new agitation,”  as it  has

already appeared in print without causing the party the slightest injury in body and

soul. Although I had agreed (with a sigh, to be sure, but with resignation) to delete the

section on the republic, Comrade Kautsky finally returned the whole mass strike article

to  me.  Without  altering  a  word  I  published  the  interdicted  pages  “29  to  the  end,”

furnished with an introduction and conclusion, as a self-sufficient article in the Breslau

Volkswacht  of  March 25  under  the  title  A Time for  Sowing:  whereupon  it  was

reprinted by a string of party papers – to my recollection in Dortmund, Bremen, Halle,

Elberfeld, Königsberg, and in Thuringian papers. That is certainly no piece of heroism

on my part: it’s just my tough luck that Comrade Kautsky’s reading of the party press at

that time was as desultory as his consideration of the party’s position regarding the

slogan of a republic. If he had, let us say, more maturely considered the subject, he
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could not possibly have mobilized Marx and Engels against me on the question of a

republic. Engels’ article to which Kautsky refers is the critique of the party leadership’s

draft of the Erfurt Program of 1891. Here Engels says in Section II, Political Demands:

The draft’s political demands have one great flaw. What actually should have been said is

not there. If all these ten demands were conceded we would indeed have diverse further

means to carry the main political point, but in no way the main point itself.

Engels substantiates the urgent need to clarify this “main point” of Social Democracy’s

political demands with an allusion to the “opportunism prevalent in a great part of the

Social Democratic press.” Then he continues:

What then are these ticklish, but very essential points?

First. If anything is certain, it is this: that our party and the working class can only come

to power under the form of a democratic republic. This is even the specific form for the

dictatorship of  the proletariat,  as the great French Revolution has already shown. It  is

surely unthinkable that our best  people should,  like Miquel,  become ministers under a

Kaiser. At present it seems that legally, it won’t do to set a demand for a republic directly in

the program – although this was admissible even under Louis Philippe in France, just as it

now is  in Italy.  But the fact  that one cannot even draw up an openly republican party

program in Germany proves how colossal the illusion is, that we can genially, peacefully

install a republic there – and not only a republic, but communist society.

In any case, for the time being we can side-step the question of a republic. But in my

opinion, what should and can be included is the demand for concentration of all political

power in the hands of the people’s representatives. And for the present that would be

sufficient, if one can go no further.

Second. The reconstitution of Germany ...

So, then, a unified republic ...

On all these subjects, not much can be said in the program. I call this to your attention

chiefly to characterize both the situation in Germany, where it will not do say such things,

and the self-delusion that would transform this situation into a communist society by legal

means.  And  further,  to  remind  the  party  executive  that  there  are  still  more  weighty

political questions besides direct legislation by the people and the free administration of

justice before we reach the end. With the universal instability any of these questions could

catch  fire  overnight:  and  what  then,  if  we  have  never  discussed,  never  come  to  an

understanding on them.

We see that Engels perceives “one great flaw” in the party program: that it does not

include the demand for a republic, solely on the basis of categorical representations

from Germany that, for political reasons, such things were out of the question. With

visible discomfort and various misgivings, he decides to bite the sour apple and “in any

case” to “sidestep” the demand for a republic. But what he unqualifiedly declares to be

essential is discussion of the slogan of a republic in the party press:
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You there can judge better than I can here, whether it is possible to further formulate the

above-mentioned  points  as  program  demands.  But  it  would  be  desirable  that  these

questions  be  debated  within  the  party  before  it  is  too  late.  [Neue  Zeit  XX,  1,

pp.11-12.]

This “political testament” of Friedrich Engels was, let us say, peculiarly interpreted by

Comrade Kautsky when he banned discussion of the necessity of agitation for a republic

from the Neue Zeit  as  an “entirely  new agitation”  which  allegedly  “until  now has

always been rejected by the party.”

As for Marx, in his critique of the Gotha Program he went so far as to declare that if it

were  not  possible  to  openly  advance  a  republic  as  the  program’s  foremost  political

demand, then all the demands for democratic details should have been omitted as well.

He wrote, regarding the Gotha Program:

Its  political  demands  include  nothing  beyond  the  old,  well-known  democratic  litany:

universal suffrage, direct legislation, human rights, a people’s militia, etc. ...

But one thing has been forgotten. Since the German workers’ party expressly declares

that it acts within “the present nation state,” and hence its own state, the Prusso-German

Empire ..., it should not have forgotten the main point: that all these pretty little things rest

on  recognition  of  the  so-called  “popular  sovereignty,”  that  they  are  therefore  only

appropriate to a democratic republic. Since you do not feel yourselves in the position –

and wisely, for the circumstances demand caution[1] – to demand a democratic republic as

the French workers’ programs did under Louis Philippe and Louis Napoleon, you should

not have tried to hide behind the . . . dodge [the dots are substituted for a boisterous adjective of Marx’s – R.L.]

of demanding things which only make sense in a democratic republic, from a state which is

nothing but a military despotism embellished with parliamentary forms, alloyed with a

feudal admixture, obviously influenced by the bourgeoisie, shored up with a bureaucracy,

and watched over by the police.

Even vulgar democracy which sees the millennium in the democratic republic and has

no suspicion, that it is in just this last state form of bourgeois society that the class struggle

will be fought out to the end – even it towers mountain-high over this sort of democratism

within the limits of the police-permitted and the logically impermissible. [Neue Zeit IX, 1,

p.573.]

Thus, Marx too spoke an entirely different language in puncto republic. Shortly before

and  after  the  Anti-Socialist  law  was  in  effect,  Marx,  like  Engels,  allowed –  on  the

strength  of  assurances  from  Germany  –  that  perhaps  it  wouldn’t  do,  to  formally

advance the demand for a republic in the program. But that today, a quarter century

later, this demand in the agitation (and that is all we are concerned with here) should

pass for something “entirely new” and unheard of – that is  surely something which

neither of them could have dreamed.

To be sure,  Comrade Kautsky points out that he has already propagandized for a
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republic in the Neue Zeit, in a manner “totally different” from that in which I, in my

harmless way, do so now. He must know more about it than I: in this case my memory

seems to fail me. But is more conclusive proof required than the most recent events,

that in this matter the essential thing, the follow-up in practice,  was not done? The

increase of the Prussian civil list[C] offered once again the most splendid opportunity

imaginable, and at the same time laid the undeniable duty on the party to sound the

slogan  of  a  republic  loud  and  clear,  and  to  look  to  its  propaganda.  The  insolent

challenge of this government bill,  following the ignominious end of the suffrage bill,

should have been unconditionally answered by unfolding the political function of the

monarchy  and  its  personal  authority  in  Prusso-Germany;  by  emphasizing  its

connection with militarism, navalism, and the social-political  stasis; by recalling the

famous “discourses” and “remarks”’ on the “rabble of the people” and the “compote

dish”; by recalling the “penitentiary bill”;[D]  by revealing the monarchy as the visible

expression of the entire imperial German reaction.

The pathetic unanimity of all bourgeois parties in their Byzantine handling of the bill

drastically  shows  once again,  that  in  today’s  Germany  the slogan of  a  republic  has

become the shibboleth of class division, the watchword of class struggle.  Of all this,

nothing  in  the  Neue  Zeit  or  in  Vorwärts.  The  increase  of  the  civil  list  is  not

approached from the political side: it is treated chiefly as a fiscal question, as a question

of the Hohenzollern family income, and this is dilated upon with more or less wit. But

not one syllable in our two leading organs has championed the slogan of a republic.

Comrade Kautsky is a more qualified Marxian scholar than I: he should know better,

what  pointed  adjective  Marx  would  have  applied  to  this  “dodge”  and  this  sort  of

republicanism “within the limits of the police-permitted and logically impermissible.”

Thus Comrade Kautsky is in error when he says I “bewail myself” of being “badly

handled”  by  the  editors  of  the  Neue Zeit.  I  find  only  that  Comrade  Kautsky  has

handled himself badly.

Next: Part 2

[1] nota bene,  Marx wrote this 35 years ago in the era of  Tessendorf,  under the advancing
shadow of the oncoming Anti-Socialist Law – R.L. [Editor’s note: Hermann Tessendorf was
Berlin public  prosecutor from 1873 to 1879 and became infamous as organizer of  the legal
persecution of socialists. The Exceptional Powers Law (Ausnahmegesetz), better known as the
“Anti-Socialist  Law,”  was  in  force  from  1878  to  1890;  it  placed  extreme  restrictions  on
association, speech, and the press.]

[A] K. Kautsky, A New Strategy, Neue Zeit XXVIII, 2 (10-24 June 1910): pp. 332-41, 364-74,
412-21. Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from Kautsky’s writings are from this article.
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[B] Friedrich Engels, A Critique of the Draft Social Democratic Program of 1891.

[C] On June 9, 1910, a bill raising the crown donation was passed in the Prussian lower house: it
granted the Prussian court an additional 3.5 million marks, placing at its disposal a total of 19.2
million marks per year of state funds.

[D] A government sponsored bill “for safeguarding industrial working conditions” was defeated
in  the  Reichstag  in  1899  with  the  aid  of  violent  mass  actions:  it  had  been  dubbed  the
“penitentiary bill” because it proposed the abolition of the rights to organize and strike.
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 2

And now to the mass strike. To explain his unexpected stand against the slogan of the

mass strike in the latest Prussian voting rights campaign, Comrade Kautsky created a

whole  theory  of  two  strategies:  the  “strategy  of  overthrow”  and  the  “strategy  of

attrition.” Now Comrade Kautsky goes a step farther, and constructs ad hoc yet another

whole new theory of the conditions for political mass strikes in Russia and in Germany.

He begins with general reflections on the deceptiveness of historical examples, and

how plausibly one can, with insufficient caution, find appropriate justification in history

for  all  strategies,  methods,  aims,  institutions,  and  earthly  things  in  general.  These

observations, of a harmless nature in their initial breadth and generality, soon show

their less than harmless tendency and purpose in this formulation: that it is “especially

dangerous to appeal to revolutionary examples.” These warnings, in spirit somewhat

reminiscent  of  Comrade  Frohme’s  fatherly  admonitions,  are  directed  specifically

against the Russian Revolution [of 1905]. Thereupon follows a theory intended to show

and prove the total antithesis of Russia and Germany: Russia, where conditions for the

mass strike exist and Germany, where they do not.

In Russia we have the weakest government in the world, in Germany the strongest; in

Russia an unsuccessful war with a small Asian land, in Germany the “glory of almost a

century of continuous victories over the strongest great powers in the world.” In Russia

we have economic backwardness and a peasantry which, until  1905, believed in the

Tsar like a god; in Germany we have the highest economic development, and with it the

concentrated might of the cartels which suppresses the working masses through the

most ruthless terrorism. In Russia we have the total absence of political freedom; in

Germany we have political freedom which provides the workers various “safe” forms for

their protest and struggle, and hence they “are totally preoccupied with organizations,

meetings, the press, and elections of all sorts.” And the result of these contrasts is this:

in Russia the strike was the only possible form of proletarian struggle, and therefore the
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strike was in itself a victory, even though it was planless and ineffectual – and further,

because strikes were forbidden, every strike was in itself a political act. On the other

hand,  in Western Europe – here the German schema is  extended to all  of  Western

Europe – such “amorphous, primitive strikes” have long been outmoded: here one only

strikes when a positive result can be expected.

The moral of all this is that the long revolutionary period of mass strikes, in which

economic  and  political  action,  demonstration  and  fighting  strikes  continuously

alternate  and  are  transformed  one  into  the  other,  is  a  specific  product  of  Russian

backwardness. In Western Europe, and especially in Germany, even a demonstration

mass strike like he Russian ones would be extremely difficult, almost impossible, “not

in  spite,  but  because  of  the  half-century  old  socialist  movement.”  As  a  means  of

struggle, the political mass strike could only employed here in a single, final battle “to

the death” – and therefore only when the question, for the proletariat, was to conquer

or die.

In passing only, I wish to point out that Comrade Kautsky’s depiction of the Russian

situation is,  in the most important points,  an almost total  reversal of the truth. For

example, the Russian peasantry did not suddenly begin to rebel in 1905. From the so-

called emancipation of the serfs in 1861, with a single pause between 1885 and 1895,

peasant uprisings run like a red thread through the internal history of Russia: uprisings

against the landowners as well as violent resistance to the organs of government. It is

this  which  occasioned  the  Minister  of  Interior’s  well-known  circular  letter  of  1898

which placed the entire Russian peasantry under martial law. The new and exceptional

in 1905 was simply that, for the first time, the peasant masses’ chronic rebellion took on

political  and  revolutionary  meaning  as  concomitant  and  totalization  of  the  urban

proletariat’s goal-conscious, revolutionary class action.

Even more turned around, if this is possible, is Comrade Kautsky’s conception of the

question’s main point – the strike and mass strike actions of the Russian proletariat.

The picture of chaotic, “amorphous, primitive strikes” by the Russian workers – who

strike out of bewilderment, simply to strike, without goal or plan, without demands and

“definite successes” – is a blooming fantasy. The Russian strikes of the revolutionary

period effected a very respectable raise in wages, but above all they succeeded in almost

universally shortening the working day to ten hours, and in many cases to nine. With

the most  tenacious  struggle,  they were able to uphold the eight-hour day for many

weeks in St. Petersburg. They won the right to organize not only for the workers, but for

the  state’s  postal  and  railroad  employees  as  well:  and  until  the  counter-revolution

gained  the  upper  hand,  they  defended  this  right  from  all  attacks.  They  broke  the

overlordship  of  the  employers,  and  in  many  of  the  larger  enterprises  they  created

workers’  committees  to  regulate  working  conditions.  They  undertook  the  task  of
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abolishing piecework,  household work,  night work,  factory penalties,  and of forcing

strict observance of Sundays off.

These strikes, from which promising union organizations rapidly sprouted in almost

all industries with vigorous life, and with solid leadership, treasuries, constitutions, and

an imposing union press – these strikes, from which as bold a creation as the famous

St.  Petersburg Council  of  Workers’  Delegates was born for unified leadership of  the

entire movement in the giant empire – these Russian strikes and mass strikes were so

far from being “amorphous and primitive” that in boldness, strength, class solidarity,

tenacity, material gains, progressive aims and organizational results, they could safely

be set alongside any “West European” union movement. Granted, since the revolution’s

defeat most of the economic gains, together with the political ones, have little by little

been lost. But this plainly does not alter the character which the strikes had as long as

the revolution lasted.

Not “organized” and hence “planless,”  these economic,  partial,  and local  conflicts

continuously,  “spontaneously”  grew  into  general  political  and  revolutionary  mass

strikes  –  from  which,  in  turn,  further  local  actions  sprouted  up  thanks  to  the

revolutionary  situation and the potential  energy of  the masses’  class solidarity.  The

course and immediate outcome of such a general political-revolutionary action was also

not “organized” and elemental – as will always be the case in mass movements and

stormy times.  But  if,  like Comrade Kautsky,  one wishes to measure the progressive

character of strikes and “rational strike leadership” by their immediate successes, the

great  period  of  strikes  in  Russia  achieved  relatively  greater  economic  and  social-

political successes in a few years of revolution than the German union movement has in

the four decades of its existence. And all this is due to neither a special heroism, nor a

special genius of the Russian proletariat: it  is simply the measure of a revolutionary

period’s  quickstep,  against  the  leisurely  gait  of  peaceful  development  within  the

framework of bourgeois parliamentarianism.

As Comrade Kautsky said in his Social Revolution, 2nd edition, p.63:

There remains only one objection which can be, and hence all the more frequently will be

raised to this “revolutionary romanticism”: that the situation in Russia proves nothing for

us in Western Europe because our circumstances are fundamentally different.

Naturally, I am not unaware of the differences in circumstances: but they should not, on

the  other  hand,  be  exaggerated.  Our  Comrade  Luxemburg’s  latest  pamphlet  clearly

demonstrates that the Russian working class has not fallen as low and achieved as little as

is generally accepted. Just as the English workers must break themselves of looking down

on the German proletariat as a backward class, so we in Germany must give up viewing the

Russians in the same way.
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And further on:

As a political factor, the English workers today stand even lower than the workers of the

economically most backward and politically least free of European states: Russia. It is their

living revolutionary Reason that gives the Russians their great practical strength; and it

was their renunciation of revolution and self-limitation to immediate interests, their so-

called “political realism,” that made the English a zero in real politics.

But  for  the  present,  let  us  set  aside  the  Russian  situation  and  turn  to  Comrade

Kautsky’s depiction of the Prusso-German situation. Strange to say, here too we learn of

marvels. For example, it has been until now the prerogative of East Elbian Junkerdom

to live by the ennobling conviction that Prussia possesses “the strongest contemporary

government.” How Social Democracy, on the other hand, should in all seriousness come

to acknowledge a government to be “the strongest” which “is nothing but a military

despotism  embellished  with  parliamentary  forms,  alloyed  with  a  feudal  admixture,

obviously influenced by the bourgeoisie,  shored up with a bureaucracy and watched

over by the police” – I find that somewhat hard to grasp. That foolish picture of misery,

the Bethmann-Hollweg “cabinet”: a government reactionary to the bone and therefore

without a plan or political direction, with lackeys and bureaucrats instead of statesmen,

with a whimsical zig-zag course; internally the football of a vulgar Junker clique and the

insolent intrigues of a courtly rabble; in its foreign policy, the football of a personal

authority accountable to none; only a few years ago the contemptible shoeshine boy of

the “weakest government in the world,” Russian Tsarism; propped up by an army which

to an enormous extent consists of Social Democrats, with the stupidest drill, the most

infamous mistreatment of soldiers in the world – this is the “strongest contemporary

government”!  In  any  case,  a  unique  contribution  to  the  materialist  conception  of

history,  which until  now has  not  deduced the  “strength”  of  a  government  from its

backwardness, hatred of culture, “slavish obedience,” and police spirit.

Besides, Comrade Kautsky has done yet more for this “strongest government”: he has

even wooed her with the “glory of almost a century of continuous victories over the

strongest great powers in the world.” In the veterans’ associations they have lived, until

now, solely on the “glorious campaign” of 1870. To construe his “century” of Prussian

glory, Comrade Kautsky has apparently added in the Battle of Jena – as well as the

Hunn Campaign in China led by our Count Waldersee,[A] and Trotha’s victory over the

Hottentot women and children in the Kalahari.[B]

But as it says in Comrade Kautsky’s beautiful article of December 1906, The State of

the Reich, at the end of a long and detailed description:

Comparing the Reich’s shining outward state at its beginning with the present situation,

one must confess that never has a more splendid inheritance of might and prestige been
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more rashly squandered ...,  never in its history has the German Reich’s position in the

world been weaker, and never has a German government more thoughtlessly and wilfully

played with fire than at the present time. [Neue Zeit, XXV, 1, p.427]

Of course, at that time the main thing was to paint the shining electoral victory that

awaited us in the 1907 elections[C] and the overwhelming catastrophes which, according

to Comrade Kautsky, would inevitably follow it – with the same inevitability with which

he now has them follow the next Reichstag election.

On  the  other  hand,  from  his  depiction  of  economic  and  political  conditions  in

Germany and Western Europe, Comrade Kautsky constructs a strike policy which –

measured against reality – is a downright astonishing fantasy. “The worker,” Comrade

Kautsky assures us, “in Germany – and throughout Western Europe as a whole – takes

up the strike as a means of struggle only when he has the prospect of attaining definite

successes with it. If these successes fail to appear, the strike has failed its purpose. With

this discovery, Comrade Kautsky has pronounced a harsh judgement on the practice of

German and “West European” unions.  For what do the strike statistics  in Germany

show us? Of the 19,766 strikes and lockouts we have had, in all, from 1890 to 1908, an

entire quarter (25.2 percent) were wholly unsuccessful; almost another quarter (22.5

percent)  were  only  partly  successful;  and less  than  half  (49.5  percent)  were  totally

successful. [Correspondence Bulletin of the General Commission of German

Unions, 1909, Nr.7, Statistical Supplement.]

These statistics just as crassly contradict the theory of Comrade Kautsky that because

of the effective development of the workers’ organizations as well as the cartels, “the

struggles  between  these  organizations  likewise  grow  ever  more  centralized  and

concentrated” and on this account “ever more infrequent.” In the decade 1890 through

1899, we had a total of 3,722 strikes and lockouts in Germany; in the nine years 1900

through 1908, the time of greatest growth for both cartels and unions, we had 15,994.

So little are strikes growing “ever more infrequent” that they have rather grown four

times  as  numerous  in  the  last  decade.  And  while  in  the  previous  decade  425,14.2

workers took part in strikes, in the last nine years 1,709,415 did: once again four times

as many, and thus on the average approximately the same number per strike.

According to the schema of Comrade Kautsky, one quarter to one half of all these

union struggles in Germany have “failed their purpose.” But every union agitator knows

very well that “definite successes” in the form of material gains absolutely are not and

cannot be the sole purpose, the sole determining aspect in economic struggles. Instead,

union organizations “in Western Europe” are forced step by step into a position which

compels them to take up the struggle with limited prospects of “definite successes”: as

specifically shown by the statistics of purely defensive strikes, of which a whole 32.5
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percent  turned  out  completely  unsuccessful.  That  such  “unsuccessful”  strikes  have,

nevertheless, not “failed their purpose”; that on the contrary they are a direct condition

of life for the defense of the workers’  standard of living, for sustaining the workers’

fighting  spirit,  for  impeding  future  onslaughts  by  the  employers:  these  are  the

elementary ground rules of German union practice.

And further, it is generally known that besides a “definite success” in material gains,

and indeed without this success, strikes “in Western Europe” have perhaps their most

important effect  as beginning points of  union organization:  and it  is  specifically  in

backward places and hard-to-organize branches of labor that such “unsuccessful” and

“ill-advised” strikes are most common, from which over and over arise the foundations

of  union  organization.  The  history  of  the  Vogtland  textile  workers’  struggles  and

sufferings,  whose most famous chapter is  the great Crimmitschau strike,[D]  is  but  a

single testimony to this. The “strategy” which Comrade Kautsky has now set forth is not

merely incapable of directing a great political mass action, but even a normal union

movement.

But the above-mentioned schema for “West European” strikes has yet another gaping

hole – just at the point, in fact, where the economic struggle brings the question of the

mass strike and thus our own proper theme, into consideration. That is, this schema

entirely excludes the fact that it is just “in Western Europe” where ever longer more

violent strikes without much “plan” break like an elemental storm over those regions

where a great exploited mass of proletarians stands opposed to the concentrated ruling

power of capital or the capitalistic state: strikes which grow not “ever more infrequent”

but ever more frequent; which mostly end without any “definite successes” at all – but

in spite, or rather just because of this are of greater significance as explosions of a deep

inner contradiction which spills over into the realm of politics. These are the periodic

giant strikes of the miners in Germany, in England, in France, in America; these are the

spontaneous mass strikes of the farm workers, as they have occurred in Italy and in

Galicia; and further, the mass strikes of the railroad workers which break out now in

this state, now in that one.

As it says in Comrade Kautsky’s excellent article on The Lessons  of  the Miners’

Strike of 1905 in the Ruhr district:

In this way alone can substantial advances be realized for the miners. The strike against

the  mine  owners  has  become  hopeless:  from now  on  the  strike  must  step  forward as

political; its demands, its tactics must be calculated to set legislation in motion ...

And Comrade Kautsky continues:

This new union tactic of the political strike, of uniting union and political action, is in fact
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the  only  one which remains  possible  for  the  miners;  and it  is  the  only  one certain to

reanimate  union  as  well  as  parliamentary  action,  and  to  give  heightened  aggressive

strength to both.

It  could  appear,  perhaps,  that  here  under  “political  action”  we  are  to  understand

parliamentary action and not political mass strikes. Comrade Kautsky destroys every

doubt, declaring point-blank:

But the great decisive actions of  the struggling proletariat will  be fought out more and

more through various sorts of political strikes. And here practice strides forward faster

than  theory.  For  while  we  discuss  the  political  strike  and  search  for  its  theoretical

formulation and confirmation, one mighty political mass strike after another flames up

through the spontaneous combustion of the masses – or rather every mass strike becomes

a political action, every great political test of strength climaxes in a mass strike, whether

among  the  miners,  the  proletariat  of  Russia,  the  Italian  farm  workers  and  rail  road

workers, etc. [Neue Zeit, XXIII, 1, pp.780, 781 – R.L.]

So wrote Comrade Kautsky on March 11, 1905.

Here we have “the spontaneous combustion of the masses” and the union leadership,

economic  struggle  and  political  struggle,  mass  strikes  and  revolution,  Russia  and

Western  Europe  in  the  most  beautiful  confusion,  all  rubrics  of  the  schema  fused

together in the living interconnection of a great period of fierce social storms.

It seems that “theory” does not merely “stride forward” more slowly than practice:

alas, from time to time it also goes tumbling backwards.

Next: Part 3

[A] In 1899 the anti-imperialist popular uprising of I Ho Ch’uan broke out in north China; it was
bloodily suppressed by the allied armies of eight imperialist powers under supreme command
of the German army’s chief of staff, Albert Graf von Waldersee. German participation became
known as the “Hun Campaign” through a speech by Kaiser Wilhelm II to the departing troops
of the China expedition, which Luxemburg recalled in her speech of May 27, 1913, The World
Political Situation:  “Then came the Hun Campaign in China, to which Wilhelm II sent the
soldiers with the slogan: Quarter will not be given, prisoners will not be taken. The soldiers
were to wreak havoc like the Hunns so that for a thousand years no Chinese would dare cast
squinting, envious eyes on a German.” Gesammelte Werke, Vol.3, p.214.

[B] From 1904 to 1907 the Nama, a Khoikhoi people (“Hottentot” was the derogatory Afrikander
name for all Khoikhoi) and the Hereros fought a guerrilla war against German colonial rule in
Namibia, then known as German Southwest Africa. The uprising ended with the devastating
defeat of these peoples, after which German colonial troops were employed against them with
the utmost cruelty. Luxemburg analysed it in her speech of June 14, 1911, Our Struggle for
Power.  (See  Chapter  2  of  Raya  Dunayevskaya’s  work-in-progress  Rosa  Luxemburg,
Women’s Liberation and Marx’s  Philosophy of  Revolution,  published in  News  &
Letters, April 1980.)

[C]  Reichstag  elections  of  1907  became  known  as  the  “Hottentot  elections”  because  the
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Chancellor,  von  Bulow,  campaigned  on  an  imperialist  platform  intended  to  brand  Social
Democrats  as  traitors.  Although  Social  Democracy  raised  its  total  vote  count  by  almost
300,000, it lost 38 seats due to the apportionment of electoral districts and a second ballot
alliance of the bourgeois parties.

[D] In August 1903, 8,000 textile workers in Crimmitschau struck for pay raises and a ten-hour
day. In spite of state intervention and the decree of limited martial law in Crimmitschau, all
attempts to break the strike were frustrated by the determination of the workers, which was
strengthened  by  the  solidarity  of  the  German  and  international  working  class:  but  the
intervention of reformist union leaders forced them to return to work without any gains in
January 1904.
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 3

We have briefly  examined the factual basis  of  Comrade Kautsky’s  newest  theory on

Russia and Western Europe. But the most important thing about this latest creation is

its  general  tendency,  which runs on to construct an absolute contradiction between

revolutionary  Russia  and  parliamentary  “Western  Europe,”  and  sets  down  the

prominent  role  played  by  the  political  mass  strike  in  the  Russian  Revolution  as  a

product of Russia’s economic and political backwardness.

But  here  Comrade  Kautsky  finds  himself  in  the  disagreeable  position  of  having

proved much too much. In this case, somewhat less would have been decidedly more.

Above all,  Comrade Kautsky has  not  noticed that  his  current  theory  destroys  his

earlier theory of the “strategy of attrition.” At the center of the “strategy of attrition”

stands an allusion to the coming Reichstag elections. My inexcusable error lay in this: I

held that the mass strike was already called for in the present struggle for Prussian

voting rights, while Comrade Kautsky declared that our overwhelming victory-to-come

in next year’s Reichstag elections would create the “entirely new situation” which might

make  the  mass  strike  necessary  and  appropriate.  But  now  Comrade  Kautsky  has

demonstrated with all  desirable clarity that conditions for a period of political mass

strikes in Germany – indeed, in all of Western Europe – are lacking after all. “Because

of the half-century old socialist movement, Social Democratic organization and political

freedom,” even simple demonstration mass strikes of the extent and momentum of the

Russian ones have become almost impossible in Western Europe.

Yet if  this is so, then prospects for the mass strike after Reichstag elections seem

fairly  problematic.  It  is  clear  that  all  the  conditions  which  make  the  mass  strike

absolutely impossible in Germany – the strongest contemporary government and its

glittering  prestige,  the  slavish  obedience  of  the  state  employees,  the  unshakeable

opposing might of the cartels, the political isolation of the proletariat – that all this will
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not suddenly disappear after next year. If the reasons which speak against the political

mass strike no longer lie in the situation of the moment, as the “strategy of attrition”

would have it, but in the direct results of “half a century of socialist enlightenment and

political, freedom,” in the highly developed level of “Western Europe’s” economic and

political life – then postponement of expectations for a mass strike until the year after

the Reichstag elections turns out to be no more than a modest fig leaf covering the

“strategy of attrition’s” only real content: the commendation of Reichstag elections. In

my first  reply I tried to show that in reality the “strategy of  attrition” amounted to

“Nothing-But-Parliamentarianism.”  Now  Comrade  Kautsky  himself  confirms  this  in

elaborating his theories.

Yet more. Comrade Kautsky has, to be sure postponed the great mass action until

after the Reichstag elections: but at the same time he must admit that in the present

situation,  the  political  mass  strike  could  become  necessary  “at  any  moment”  –  for

“never in the history of the German Reich were the social, political, and international

contradictions under such tension as now.”[K. Kautsky, What Now?, Neue Zeit XXVIII, 2 (15 April 1910), p.80.] But

if  in  general  the  social  conditions  and  historic  ripeness  of  “Western  Europe,”  and

specifically of Germany, make a mass strike action impossible now, how can such an

action suddenly “at any moment” be set in motion? A brutal provocation by the police, a

massacre at a demonstration could greatly heighten the masses’ agitation and sharpen

the situation: yet it obviously could not be that “great occasion” which would abruptly

overturn the entire economic and political structure of Germany.

But  Comrade  Kautsky  has  proved  yet  another  superfluous  thing.  If  the  general

economic and political conditions in Germany are such as to make a mass strike action

like the Russian one impossible, and if the extension which the mass strike underwent

in the Russian Revolution is the specific product of Russian backwardness,  then not

only is  the  use of  the  mass strike  in  the Prussian voting rights struggle  called into

question, but the Jena resolution as well. Until now, the resolution of the Jena party

convention [of 1905] was regarded both here and abroad as such a highly significant

announcement because it officially borrowed the mass strike from the arsenal of the

Russian Revolution, and incorporated it among the tactics of German Social Democracy

as a means of political struggle. Admittedly this resolution was formally so composed,

and by many exclusively  interpreted so  that  Social  Democracy seemed to declare  it

would only turn to the mass strike in case of an attack on Reichstag voting rights. But

once, in any case, Comrade Kautsky did not belong to those formalists; indeed, in 1904

he emphatically wrote:

If we learn one thing from the Belgian example, it is that it would be a fatal error for us in

Germany to commit ourselves to a specific time for proclaiming the political strike – for

example,  in  the  event  of  an  attack  on  the  present  Reichstag  voting  rights.
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[Revolutionaries Everywhere, Neue Zeit XXII, 1, p.736. RL’s emphasis]

The  chief  significance,  the  essential  content  of  the  Jena  resolution  lay  not  in  this

formalistic “commitment, “ but in the fact of German Social Democracy’s principled

acceptance of the lessons and example of the Russian Revolution. It was the spirit of the

Russian Revolution which ruled the convention of our party in Jena. And now when

Comrade Kautsky directly derives the role of the mass strike in the Russian Revolution

from  Russian  backwardness,  thereby  constructing  a  contradiction  between

revolutionary  Russia  and  parliamentary  “Western  Europe”;  when  he  emphatically

warns against the examples and methods of revolution – yes when by implication even

the  proletariat’s  defeat  the  Russian  Revolution  is  debited  in  his  account  to  the

grandiose  mass  strike  action,  through  which  the  proletariat  “must  eventually  be

exhausted” – in short, when Comrade Kautsky declares point-blank “but be that as it

may, the schema of the Russian mass strike before and during the revolution does not

fit German conditions”: then from this standpoint it seems an incredible blunder, that

German Social Democracy officially borrowed the mass strike directly from the Russian

Revolution as a new means of struggle. At bottom, Comrade Kautsky’s current theory is

a frightfully fundamental revision of the Jena resolution.

To justify his individual, cockeyed stand in the last Prussian voting rights campaign,

Comrade Kautsky step-by-step sells out the lessons of the Russian Revolution – the

most significant extension and enrichment of proletarian tactics in the last decade.

Next: Part 4
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 4

In light of the conclusions which follow from Comrade Kautsky’s newest theory, it now

becomes clear -how very false, from the ground up, this theory is. To derive the mass

strike  action of  the Russian proletariat,  unparalleled in the history of  modern class

struggle,  from  Russia’s  social  backwardness  –  in  other  words,  to  explain  the

outstanding  importance  and  leading  role  of  the  urban  industrial  proletariat  in  the

Russian Revolution as Russian “backwardness” – is to stand things right on their heads.

It was not economic retardation, but precisely the high development of capitalism,

modern industry,  and  commerce  in  Russia  which  made  that  grandiose  mass  strike

action possible, and which caused it. It was just because the urban industrial proletariat

was already so numerous, concentrated in the great centers, and so strongly moved by

class  consciousness,  just  because  the  genuine  modern  capitalist  contradiction  had

progressed so far, that the struggle for political freedom could be decisively led by this

proletariat alone. But because of this it could be no purely constitutional struggle after

the liberal formula, but a genuine modern class struggle in all its breadth and depth,

fighting for the  economic as well  as the  political  interests  of  the  workers  – against

capital as well as Tsarism, for the eight-hour day as well as a democratic constitution.

And only because capitalist industry and the modern means of commerce bound to it

had become a condition of existence for the state’s economic life, could the mass strikes

of the proletariat in Russia realize such a staggering, decisive effect: that the revolution

celebrated its victories with them, and with them went down in defeat and grew silent.

At this moment I can think of no more exact formulation of the factors in question

here, than that which I gave in my pamphlet on the mass strike in 1906:

We have seen that the mass strike  in Russia represents not  the synthetic  product  of  a

deliberate  Social  Democratic  tactic,  but  a  natural  historic  figure  on  the ground of  the

present revolution. What are the forces in Russia now which have brought forth this new

manifestation of revolution?
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The  immediate  task  of  the  Russian  Revolution  is  putting  an  end  to  absolutism and

establishing  a  modern  bourgeois-parliamentary  constitutional  state.  Formally,  this  is

exactly  the  same  task  faced  by  the  March  Revolution  in  Germany  and  by  the  Great

Revolution in  France at  the  end of  the  eighteenth century.  But the  circumstances,  the

historic  milieu  in  which  these  formally  analogous  revolutions  took  place,  are

fundamentally different from those of today’s Russia. The difference in circumstances is

the  entire  cycle  of  capitalist  development  which  has  run  between  those  bourgeois

revolutions in  the  West  and the present bourgeois revolution in the East.  That  is,  this

development has not seized the Western European lands alone, but absolutist Russia as

well. Large scale industry with all its consequences – the modern class division, the glaring

social contrasts, modern metropolitan life and the modern proletariat – has become the

leading form of production in Russia (i.e., the decisive one for its social development).

But from this has resulted a strange, contradictory historical situation: that a revolution

whose  formal  objectives  are  bourgeois  will  be  carried  out  under  the  leadership  of  a

modern, class-conscious proletariat, and in an international milieu which stands under the

sign  of  bourgeois  democracy’s  downfall.  Now  the  bourgeoisie  is  not  the  leading

revolutionary element it was in the earlier revolutions of the West, when the proletarian

mass, dissolved in the petty bourgeoisie, served as its military levies. All is reversed: the

class-conscious proletariat is the leading, driving element; the big bourgeois strata are in

part directly counter-revolutionary, in part weakly liberal; only the rural petty bourgeoisie,

along  with  the  urban  petty  bourgeois  intelligentsia,  are  decidedly  oppositional,  indeed

revolutionary minded. But the Russian proletariat, so clearly destined for the leading role

in the bourgeois revolution, is itself free from all illusions about bourgeois democracy –

and therefore it  enters the struggle with a strongly developed consciousness of  its  own

specific class interests in the acutely sharpened opposition of capital and labor.

This contradictory state of affairs is expressed in the fact that in this formally bourgeois

revolution,  bourgeois  society’s  opposition  to  absolutism  will  be  commanded  by  the

proletariat’s  opposition  to  bourgeois  society;  that  the  proletariat’s  struggle  will  be

simultaneously directed, with equal force, against absolutism and capitalist exploitation;

that  the  program  of  revolutionary  struggle  is  directed,  with  equal  emphasis,  toward

political freedom and the eight-hour day, as well as a material existence for the proletariat

worthy of humanity. This two-fold character of the Russian Revolution manifests itself

in that inner unity and reciprocal action of economic and political struggle in which

we  have  been  instructed  by  the  events  in  Russia,  and  which  finds  its  natural

expression in the mass strike ...

So  the  mass  strike  shows  itself  to  be  no  specifically  Russian  product,  arising  from

absolutism, but  a  universal  form  of  proletarian class  struggle  resulting from  the

present stage of capitalist development and class relations. From this standpoint, the

three bourgeois revolutions – the Great French Revolution, the German March Revolution,

and the present Russian one – form an on-running chain of development in which the

prosperity and the end of the capitalist century are reflected ...

The present revolution realizes,  in the special circumstances of  absolutist Russia,  the

universal results of international capitalist development: and in this it seems less a final

descendant of the old bourgeois revolutions than a forerunner of a new series of

proletarian  revolutions  in  the  West.  Just  because  it  has  so  inexcusably  delayed  its
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bourgeois revolution, the most backward land shows ways and methods  of  extended

class  struggle  for  the  proletariat  of  Germany  and  the  most  advanced  capitalist

lands.

Earlier, Comrade Kautsky also viewed the Russian Revolution in the same historical

perspective.  In  December  1906,  in  complete  agreement  with  my  interpretation,  he

wrote:

We may most speedily master the lessons of the Russian Revolution and the tasks which it

sets  us,  if  we regard it  as neither a bourgeois revolution in the traditional  sense nor a

socialist  one,  but  as  a  wholly  unique  process  taking place  on the border  line  between

bourgeois  and  socialist  society’  it  demands  dissolution  of  the  one,  prepares  for  the

formation  of  the  other,  and  in  either  case  brings  all  of  humanity  under  capitalist

civilization  a  mighty  step  forward in  its  march  of  development.  [Driving  Forces  and

Perspectives of the Russian Revolution, Neue Zeit, XXV. 1. p.333]

If thus one grasps the real social and historical conditions which lie at the root of the

Russian  Revolution’s  specific  new  form  of  struggle,  the  mass  strike  action  –  and

another interpretation is not very well possible without phantasizing the actual course

of  this  action out  of  thin  air,  as  Comrade Kautsky now does  with his  “amorphous,

primitive strikes” – then it is clear that mass strikes as the form of the proletariat’s

revolutionary struggle come into consideration even more for Western Europe than in

Russia, to the extent which capitalism (in Germany, for example) is much more highly

developed.

In fact,  all  the  conditions  which Comrade Kautsky mobilizes  against  the  political

mass strike are just so many forces which must make the mass strike action in Germany

even more inevitable, extensive, and powerful.

The opposing might of the cartels which Comrade Kautsky invokes, “searching” in

vain “for its like,” the slavish obedience in which the enormous category of German

state employees is sunken – these are the very things which make a peaceful, profitable

union action ever more difficult for the bulk of the German proletariat. They feed ever

mightier  trials  of  strength and explosions in the economic sphere,  whose elemental

character and mass extension take on more and more political meaning the longer they

continue.

It  is  just  the  political  isolation  of  the  proletariat  in  Germany  to  which  Comrade

Kautsky refers, just the fact that the united bourgeoisie down to the last petty bourgeois

stands behind the government like a  wall,  that shapes every great political  struggle

against the government into a struggle against the bourgeoisie,  against exploitation.

And the same circumstances guarantee that every energetic revolutionary mass action

in Germany will not take parliamentary forms of liberalism or the previous form of the
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revolutionary  petty  bourgeoisie’s  struggle,  the  brief  barricade  battle,  but  the  classic

proletarian form of the mass strike.

And  finally:  it  is  just  because  we  in  Germany  have  “a  half  century  of  socialist

enlightenment and political freedom” behind us, that as soon as the situation has so

ripened that the masses take to the field, the action of the proletariat set in motion by

every political struggle will roll together all ancient reckonings against private and state

exploitation, and unite the political with an economic mass struggle. For, as Comrade

Kautsky wrote in 1907:

We have not the slightest ground to assume that the degree of exploitation of the German

proletariat is less than that in Russia. On the contrary, we have seen that with the advance

of capitalism the exploitation of the proletariat increases.  If the German worker is in a

somewhat better  position than the Russian,  the  productivity  of  his  labor  is  also  much

greater,  and the needs in  relation to  the  general  national  standard of  living are  much

higher: so that the German worker finds the capitalist yoke perhaps even more galling than

the Russian does. [The Social Revolution, 2nd ed., p.60.]

Comrade  Kautsky,  who  paints  in  such  splendid  colors  how  the  German  worker  is

“totally preoccupied with organizations, meetings, and elections of all sorts,” has for the

moment forgotten the quite enormous slave herds of Prusso-German state employees,

railroad workers and postal workers, as well as the farm workers, who unfortunately

enjoy  very  limited  measure  of  that  contented  preoccupation  with  “organizations,

meetings,  and  options  of  all  sorts”  as  long  as  the  right  to  organize  is  legally  or

practically denied them. He has forgotten that in the midst of royal Prussian freedom

these enormous categories live politically as well as economically in genuine “Russian”

conditions, and that therefore these very categories – not to mention the miners – will

find  it  impossible,  in  the  midst  of  a  political  convulsion,  to  maintain  their  slavish

obedience or to refrain from presenting their special bill of reckoning in the form of

giant mass strikes.

But let us look at “Western Europe.” In disputing all this, Comrade Kautsky has yet

another opponent besides myself to deal with: reality. Specifically, what do we see here

when we only direct our attention to the most important mass strikes of the last ten

years?

The great Belgian mass strikes which won universal suffrage stand by themselves in

the ’90s as a bold experiment. Nevertheless, what depth and multidimensionality!

In  1900  the  mass  strike  by  the  miners  in  Pennsylvania  which,  according  to  the

testimony of American comrades, did more to spread socialist ideas than ten years of

agitation; also in 1900, mass strike by the miners in Austria; 1902, mass strike by the

miners  in  France;  1902,  general  strike  by  all  production  workers  in  Barcelona  in
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support of the struggling metal workers; 1902, demonstration mass strike in Sweden

for universal, equal suffrage; 1902, mass strike in Belgium for universal, equal suffrage;

1902, mass strike by the farm workers in all east Galicia (over 200,000 taking part) in

defense of the right to organize; 1903, in January and April, two mass strikes by the

railroad workers in Holland; 1904, mass strike by the railroad workers in Hungary;

1904,  demonstration  mass  strike  in  Italy  protesting  the  massacres  in  Sardinia;  in

January  1905,  mass  strike  by  the  miners  in  the  Ruhr  district;  in  October  1905,

demonstration mass strike in and around Prague (by 100,000 workers) for universal,

equal  suffrage in  Bohemian Landtag  elections;  in  October  190 demonstration  mass

strike  in  Lemburg  for  universal  equal  suffrage  in  Galician  Landtag  elections;  in

November  1905,  demonstration  mass  strike  in  all  of  Austria  for  universal,  equal

suffrage in Reichsrat elections; 1905, mass strike by the Italian farm workers; 1905,

mass strike by the Italian railroad workers; 1906, demonstration mass strike in Trieste

for  universal,  equal  suffrage  in  Landtag  elections  which  victoriously  forced  the

reform through; 1906, mass strike by the foundry workers in Witkowiz (Moravia) in

support of 400 shop stewards fired because of the May Day celebration – victoriously

concluded; 1909, mass strike in Sweden in defense of the right to organize; 1909, mass

strike by the postal workers in France; in October 1909, demonstration mass strike by

all  workers  in  Trient  and  Rovereto  protesting  the  political  persecution  of  Social

Democracy;  1910,  mass  strike  in  Philadelphia  in  support  of  the  streetcar  workers’

struggle for the right to organize; and at this moment, preparations for a mass strike by

the railroad workers in France.

This is the “impossibility” of “West European” mass strikes, especially demonstration

mass strikes,  which Comrade Kautsky has so beautifully  demonstrated in black and

white. Comrade Kautsky has theoretically proved the obvious impossibility of mixing

political and economic strikes, the impossibility of impressive, general demonstration

mass strike, the impossibility of mass strikes being a period of repeated hand-to-hand

combat.  He  has  forgotten  that  for  the  last  ten  years  we  have  lived  in  a  period  of

economic, political, fighting and demonstration strikes: a period which has extended,

with striking unity, over almost all “West European lands” as well as the United States;

over the capitalistically most backward like Spain, and the most advanced like North

America; over lands with the weakest union movements like France, and those with

strapping  Social  Democratic  unions  like  Austria;  over  agrarian  Galicia  and  highly

industrialized Bohemia; over half-feudal states like the Hapsburg monarchy, republics

like France, and absolutist states like Russia. And of course, in addition to the above-

enumerated stands Russia’s grandiose mass strike action from 1902 to 1906, which has

shown how the significance and extent of the mass strike initially grow together with

the revolutionary situation and the political action of the proletariat.
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For while  we discuss the political  strike  and search for  its  theoretical  formulation and

confirmation,  one  mighty  political  mass  strike  after  another  flames  up  through  the

spontaneous combustion of the masses – or rather every mass strike becomes a political

action, every great political test of strength climaxes in a mass strike, whether among the

miners, the proletariat of Russia, the Italian farm workers and rail-road workers, etc. [K.

Kautsky, “The Lessons of the Miners’ Strikes,” Neue Zeit XXIII, [1], p.781.]

From this it almost seems as if  Comrade Kautsky, through his newest theory of the

impossibility of a period of political mass strikes in Germany, has demonstrated not so

much a contradiction between Russia and Western Europe as a contradiction between

Germany and the rest of the world – Western Europe and Russia thrown in together.

Prussia  must  in  fact  be  the  exception  among  all  capitalist  lands,  if  what  Comrade

Kautsky has worked out on the impossibility of even short general demonstration mass

strikes in Prussia is  true.  It  would be “entirely unthinkable that in a demonstration

strike against the government here, commuter railways, streetcars, and gas works come

to a standstill,” that we in Germany experience a demonstration strike which “alters the

entire landscape, and in so doing makes the deepest impression on the entire bourgeois

world  as  well  as  the  most  indifferent  strata  of  the  proletariat.”  But  then  what  is

“unthinkable” in Germany must be what has already proved itself possible in Galicia, in

Bohemia, in Italy, in Trieste and Trento, in Spain, and in Sweden. In all these lands and

cities, splendid demonstration strikes have taken place which completely altered “the

landscape.” In Bohemia on November 20, 1905, an absolute, general  work stoppage

reigned which extended even to agriculture – a thing they have not yet experienced in

Russia. In Italy in September 1904 the farm workers, streetcars, electric and gas works

took a holiday, and even the daily press had to stop publication. “It has indeed become

the most total general strike,” wrote the Neue Zeit, “that history knows of: for three

whole days the city of Genoa was left without light and bread and meat; all economic

life was paralysed.” [Oda Olberg, The Italian General Strike,  Neue Zeit  XXIII,  1,

p.19.]  In  Sweden’s  capital  Stockholm,  in  1902  as  well  as  1909,  all  means  of

communication and commerce – streetcars, cabs, wagons, municipal services – were

shut down in the first week. In Barcelona in 1902, all economic life rested for many

days.

And so in Prusso-Germany – with its “strongest contemporary government,” and its

special “German conditions” which supposedly show proletarian methods of struggle,

possible in all the rest of the world, to be all sorts of impossibilities – we have finally

acquired an unexpected counterpart to those special “Bavarian” and “south German”

conditions which Comrade Kautsky once so heartily derided with us. But in particular,

these German “impossibilities” plume themselves on the fact that precisely in Germany

we have the strongest party, the strongest unions, the best organization, the greatest

discipline, the most enlightened proletariat, and the greatest influence of Marxism. By
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this method we would come, in fact, to the singular conclusion that the stronger Social

Democracy is, the more powerless the proletariat. But I believe that to say mass strikes

and demonstration strikes which were possible in various other lands are impossible

today in Germany, is to fix a brand of incapacity on the German proletariat which it has

as yet done nothing to deserve.

Next: Part 5
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 5

What actually remains of Comrade Kautsky’s mass strike theory, after he has pointed

out  all  the “impossibilities”? The one, “final,”  pure political  mass strike,  disengaged

from economic strikes:  which once only,  but  with absolute  conclusiveness,  smashes

down like thunder out of the clear blue sky. Says Comrade Kautsky:

Here, in this conception, lies the deepest ground of the differences between my friends and

me over the mass strike. They anticipate a period of mass strikes.  Under the existing

conditions in Germany, I can imagine a political mass strike only as a one-time event into

which the entire proletariat of the Reich enters with its entire strength; as a struggle to the

death; as a struggle which either overthrows our enemies, or smashes – or at least cripples

– the totality of our organizations and our entire strength for years on end.

As for this image of the “final mass strike” which swims before Comrade Kautsky, one

must first of all say that it is, at any rate, a totally, new creation: for it is not drawn from

reality, but out of pure “imagination.” For not only does it fit no Russian pattern: not

one mass strike of the many which have taken place in “Western Europe” or the United

States approximately resembles the exemplar which Comrade Kautsky has invented for

Germany. None of the mass strikes known till now was a “final” struggle “to the death”;

none  led  to  the  total  victory  of  the  workers,  but  none  “smashed  the  totality  of

organizations and the entire strength” of the proletariat “for years on end.” Success was

mostly a partial and an indirect one. The miners’ giant strikes usually ended in a direct

defeat: but as a further consequence, they realized important social reforms through

their pressure – in Austria the nine-hour day, in France the eight-hour day. The most

important  consequence  of  the  Belgian  mass  strike  in  1893  was  the  conquest  of

universal, unequal suffrage. Last year’s Swedish mass strike, formally concluded with a

compromise, actually warded off a general attack by the confederated business world

on  the  Swedish  unions.  In  Austria,  demonstration  strikes  have  mightily  hastened

electoral  reform.  The  mass  strikes  of  the  farm  workers,  with  their  formal  partial

ineffectiveness, have greatly strengthened the organization among the farm workers of
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Italy  and Galicia.  All  mass  strikes,  whether economic or political,  demonstration or

fighting strikes, have contained what Comrade Oda Olberg so compellingly described in

her report of the Italian railroad workers’ strike in the Neue Zeit:

The achievements of the political mass strike are incalculable: its worth continuously

grows with the degree of proletarian class consciousness. A political strike carried out with

energy and solidarity is never lost, because it is what it aims at – a developing exercise of

the proletariat’s power in which the fighters steel their strength and sense of responsibility,

and) the ruling classes become conscious of their adversary’s might. [Neue Zeit XXIII, 2,

p.385.]

But if until  now every mass strike without exception, “West European” as well as

Russian, in direct contradiction to Comrade Kautsky’s newest schema has brought on

neither the total victory nor the destruction of the proletariat, but on the contrary an

almost invariable strengthening of the workers’ organizations, class consciousness, and

self-confidence,  then on the other side  the question arises:  how can that  great  and

“final,” that apocalyptic mass strike in which the stoutest oaks crack, the earth bursts

asunder and the graves open actually  come to pass in Germany,  if  the mass of  the

proletariat  has  not  previously  been  prepared,  schooled,  and  aroused  by  an  entire

lengthy period of mass strikes, of economic or political mass struggles?

According to Comrade Kautsky, “the entire proletariat of the Reich” will plunge into

this “final” mass strike, and what is more “with its entire strength.” But how are the

Prusso-German state employees, the railroad workers, postal workers, etc., who today

are paralysed in “slavish obedience,” the farm workers who have no right to organize

and no organization, the broad strata of workers still stuck in enemy organizations, in

Christian, Hirsch-Dunckerist,[A] yellow unions – in short, the great mass of the German

proletariat  whom  we  have  not  yet  reached  with  our  union  organization  or  Social

Democratic agitation – how are they suddenly, with one leap, to be ready for a “final”

mass strike “to the death” unless a preceding period of tempestuous mass struggles,

demonstration strikes, partial mass strikes, giant economic struggles, etc., loosens them

little  by  little  from their  paralysis,  their  slavish obedience,  their  fragmentation,  and

incorporates them among the followers of Social Democracy?

Even Comrade Kautsky had to see this. “Naturally,” he says, “I do not imagine this

one-time event as an isolated act ’shot from a pistol.’ I too expect an era of embittered

mass struggles and mass actions, but with the mass strike as the final  weapon.” But

what “mass struggles and mass actions” does Comrade Kautsky have in mind which will

lead to that “final” mass strike, which do not themselves consist of the mass strike?

Could it be street demonstrations? But one cannot simply hold street demonstrations

for  decades  on  end.  And  Comrade  Kautsky  certainly  rules  out  general,  impressive

demonstration  strikes  for  Germany:  indeed,  it  is  “entirely  unthinkable  that  in  a
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demonstration strike against the government here, commuter railways, streetcars, and

gas works come to a standstill.” Likewise, economic mass strikes could not accomplish

that preparation for the political mass strike: according to Comrade Kautsky they are to

be kept at a strict distance from the political mass strike, to him they are not at all

beneficial but even – almost harmful. Of what, finally, shall those “embittered” mass

struggles  and mass  actions  of  the  preparatory  era  consist?  Perhaps of  “embittered”

Reichstag elections, or meetings with protest resolutions? But those enormous strata of

the unorganized or oppositionally organized proletariat, upon whom the “final” mass

strike  depends,  unfortunately  stay  away  from  our  meetings.  And  so  it  is  utterly

impossible  to  conceive  how  we  will  actually  win,  arouse,  and  school  the  “entire

proletariat of the Reich” for the final struggle “to the death.”

Whether Comrade Kautsky wishes it or not, his final mass strike, just in ruling out a

period of the mass strike’s economic and political character, comes at us simply shot

from a pistol.

But finally, one must ask: what kind of a “final” mass strike is this, that comes only

once and in which the entire proletariat of the Reich will grapple to the death? Should

we understand by  this  a  periodic  “final”  mass  strike  which  in  every  great  political

campaign – for example, for Prussian voting rights, to prevent the outbreak of war, etc.

– will finally give the decision? But one cannot periodically struggle “to the death” again

and again. Painted thus, a mass strike in which the “entire proletariat” grapples “with

its entire strength” “to the death” can only be the struggle for total political power in the

state:  obviously  the  “final”  struggle  “to  the  death”  can  only  be  that  in  which  the

proletariat wrestles for its dictatorship and to finish off the bourgeois class-state. In this

way, the political mass strike for Germany withdraws farther and farther. First, through

the “strategy of attrition” it was expected the year after the Reichstag elections: now it

vanishes from sight as the “final, “ the solitary mass strike and teases us, from beyond

the blue horizon, with – the social revolution.

Let us now recall the stipulations which Comrade Kautsky, in his first article “What

Now?” attaches to accomplishment of the political  mass strike – strictest  secrecy of

preparations, decision-making by the supreme “war council” of the party, the greatest

possible surprise of the enemy – and we unexpectedly receive a mental image which

bears  a  strong resemblance to  the  “final  Great  Day”  of  the  general  strike  after  the

anarchist formula. The idea of the mass strike is transformed from a historical process

of the modern proletarian class struggles in their decades-long period of conclusion,

into a free-for-all in which the “entire proletariat of the Reich,” with one jolt, suddenly

brings down the bourgeois social order.

But what did Comrade Kautsky write in 1907 in his Social Revolution, 2nd edition,
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p.54?

That is nonsensical. A general strike in which all workers in a country cease their labors

at  a  given signal  presupposes  a  unaminity  and organization  of  the  workers  which  can

hardly be reached in the present society – and if it were reached, would be so irresistible as

to dispense with the general strike. But such a strike, with one jolt, would suddenly render

not merely the existing society, but every existence impossible – that of the proletarians

even sooner than that of the capitalists. It would thus infallibly break at the very moment it

began to unfold its revolutionary effect.

As a means of political struggle, the strike could hardly (certainly not in the foreseeable

future) assume the form of a strike by all workers in a country ... We face a period when

the isolated, non-political strike will  be as hopeless against the superior strength of the

cartels as the isolated parliamentary action of the workers’ parties is against the force of

the  capitalist-controlled  state  power.  It  will  become  ever  more  urgent  for  each  to

supplement the other and draw new strength from their joint action.

Like  the  use  of  every  new  weapon,  that  of  the  political  strike  must  first  be

learned.

And so the more Comrade Kautsky turned to broad theoretical  generalizations to

justify his position in the Prussian voting rights struggle, the more he lost sight of the

general perspective of the development of the class struggle in Western Europe and in

Germany – which in previous years he never tired of pointing out. Indeed, he himself

had an uncomfortable sense of his present viewpoint’s incongruence with his earlier

one, and was therefore good enough to completely reproduce his 1904 article series

“Revolutionaries  Everywhere”  in  the  final,  third  part  of  his  reply  to  me.  The  crass

contradiction  is  not  thereby  done  away  with:  it  has  only  resulted  in  the  chaotic,

flickering  character  of  that  article’s  last  part,  which  so  remarkably  lessens  one’s

pleasure in reading it.

But not that article series alone is in shrill dissonance with what Comrade Kautsky

now advances. In his Social Revolution, we read that we will enter a whole lengthy

period of revolutionary struggles in which the political mass strike will “surely play a

great  role”  (p.54).  The  entire  pamphlet  The  Road  to  Power  is  devoted  to  the

depiction  of  the  same  perspective.  Yes,  here  we  have  already  entered  into  the

revolutionary  period.  Here  Comrade  Kautsky  reviews  the  “political  testament”  of

Friedrich Engels and declares the time of the “strategy of attrition,” which consists of

legal exploitation of the given state groundwork, to be already past:

At the beginning of the ’90s, I acknowledged that a peaceful development of proletarian

organizations and the proletarian class struggle on the given state groundwork would bring

the proletariat farthest forward in the situation of that time. And so you cannot reproach

me  with  a  craving  for  the  intoxication  of  rrrevolution  and  rrradicalism  when  my

observation  of  the  present  situation  leads  me  to  the  view  that  conditions  have
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fundamentally changed since the beginning of the ’90s, that we have every reason

to assume we have entered into a period of struggles for the state institutions and

state power: struggles which under manifold changes of fortune could be drawn out for

decades,  whose forms and duration are  unforeseeable  at  present,  but  which  will  most

probably bring about a considerable increase in the proletariat’s power in the foreseeable

future, if not indeed its total power in Western Europe.

And farther on:

But in this universal instability, the immediate tasks of the proletariat are clearly given.

We have already developed them. There will be no further progress without altering

the state groundwork on which we wage the struggle. To most energetically strive for

democracy  in  the  Reich,  but  also  in  the  individual  states  –  specifically  in  Prussia  and

Saxony – that is its first task in Germany; its first international task is the struggle against

geopolitics and militarism.

As clearly visible  as these  problems are the  means at  our command for  their

solution. To those previously employed is now added the mass strike, which we had

already theoretically accepted at the beginning of the ’90s, and whose applicability under

favorable  circumstances  has  since  then been  repeatedly  demonstrated.  [The  Road  to

Power, pp.53, 101. My emphasis. R.L.]

In his Social Revolution,  in The Road to Power,  in the Neue Zeit  Comrade

Kautsky preached the “political strike” to the German unions as the “new tactic” which

would be compelled more and more as the cartels condemned the pure union strike to

more and more ineffectiveness. Indeed it was this concept which led him, in bygone

years,  to  an  embittered  feud  with  the  Correspondence  Bulletin  of  the  General

Commission of Unions.

Now Comrade Kautsky would strictly sever economic strikes from political action.

Now  he  declares  that  all  strikes  in  Western  Europe  must  unconditionally  achieve

“definite successes” or they have “failed their purpose”; and as the means of “organizing

the proletariat, heightening its insight and sense of strength, and increasing the masses’

confidence in their organizations,” he counts only “successfully  fought campaigns for

higher  wages.”  After  all,  we need nothing so urgently  now as  “visible  successes”  to

impress  the  masses.  “But  there  are  few  successes  which  so  visibly  document  our

mounting  strength  to  the  masses  as  electoral  victories,  as  the  conquest  of  new

mandates.” Thus, Reichstag elections and mandates – that is Moses and the prophets!

Now we hear that the German worker is only ready for “safe” demonstrations, that “a

mere demonstration strike is not even the most impressive” form of political protest,

that “a victorious Reichstag election makes a far greater impact”! And finally “a real

mass  demonstration”  worth  anything  at  all,  “which  is  not  required  for  immediate

defense, but which simply protests an injustice already existing for over half a century”:
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such a demonstration strike “without a powerful motive” would hardly be possible in

Germany. Comrade Kautsky has simply not noticed that with his argumentation he has,

in passing, leaked out the finest theoretical ground for – the abolition of May Day.

Comrade Kautsky quite rightly reminds us that “even before the Russian Revolution”

he gave an exact  description of  the  working of  a  political  mass  strike  in his  article

“Revolutionaries Everywhere.” But it seems to me that what matters is not merely to

sketch revolutionary struggles  and their  external course in  theoretical  abstraction –

that  is,  in Never-Never  Land – and to  project  their  general  schema:  it  is  equally  a

matter of  giving,  at  the  same time,  those slogans in practice which will  release the

maximum of the proletariat’s revolutionary energy and drive the situation forward the

farthest and fastest.

Granted, in his numerous articles and his pamphlets Comrade Kautsky has given us,

with  compelling  clarity,  a  picture  of  the  revolutionary  struggles  of  the  future.  For

example,  in  his  1904 description of  the  mass  strike  he  already  showed how “every

mansion, every granary, every factory, every telegraph office, every stretch of railroad is

militarily guarded”; how the soldiers are loosed upon the masses everywhere, and how

in spite of this it never comes to a battle “for wherever they come the masses scatter, to

reassemble wherever the soldiers have not yet arrived or have just left”; how first “gas

and  electric  works  shut  down,  streetcars  stop  running,  finally  even  the  mails  and

railroads seized by the strike fever; first the state workers strike, then the junior civil

servants as well” in short, all is here with a three-dimensionality, life, and realism that

are all the more remarkable, in that he deals with events coming at us out of the blue

sky. But when from these aetherial heights, where theory calmly circles like an eagle,

the question first plunged to the flat land of the Prussian voting rights campaign, then

suddenly  the  brainless  and  planless  Prussian  government  was  transfigured  into  a

rocher de bronze [rock of bronze – Tr.]; the German conditions depicted in The Road

to Power as ready for social revolution (Hurrah! March on! March on!) turned into a

frozen land where “it is absolutely unthinkable” that workers in state workshops and

civil  servants,  be  they  junior  or  senior,  take  part  in  a  demonstration;  and  the

“revolutionary era which is arising” transformed itself into an industrious preparation

for  Reichstag elections,  for  “there  are  few successes  which so visibly  document our

strength to the masses” as – Reichstag mandates.

Heaven-storming  theory  –  and  “attrition”  in  practice;  most  revolutionary

perspectives  in the clouds  – and Reichstag  mandates  as  sole  perspective  in  reality.

Comrade  Kautsky  declared  his  campaign  against  me  with  the  urgent  necessity  of

rescuing the idea of the mass strike from compromise. I fear it would have been better

for the idea of the mass strike as well as Comrade Kautsky, if  this rescue had been

forborne.
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Next: Part 6

[A] The German Christian (Catholic) and Hirsch-Duncker unions were anti-socialist – the latter
were also opposed to strikes. In 1907, 14.9 percent of all German union members belonged to
these  unions;  about  another  4  percent  belonged to  various  “independent”  unions,  some of
which were openly controlled by the employers.
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Rosa Luxemburg

Part 6

Let us return to Prussia.

At the beginning of March, in view of the voting rights campaign which had begun

and the mounting demonstration movement, I declared that if the party wished to lead

the movement farther forward it must make the slogan of the mass strike the order of

the day, and that a demonstration mass strike would be the first step toward this in the

present situation. I considered that the party faced a dilemmas it would either raise the

voting rights movement to sharper forms or, as in 1908, the movement would go back

to sleep after a short time. Indeed, this was what summoned Comrade Kautsky to the

field of battle against me.

And what do we see? Comrade Kautsky points out that, me to the contrary, we have

certainly not experienced a hint of a mass strike; he triumphs that the situation has

struck  my  initiative  “dead  as  a  doornail.”  Now  it  seems  that  in  his  polemic  zeal,

Comrade Kautsky  has  completely  overlooked something else  that  has  unfortunately

been struck “dead as a doornail”: namely the demonstrations, and with them the voting

rights movement itself.

Comrade Kautsky argues against me that an intensification of the demonstrations is

entirely unnecessary, that the party faces no dilemma, that the main thing is “to bring

about the wider employment of street demonstrations – not to slacken in this, but on

the contrary to make them ever mightier.” [What Now?,  Neue Zeit,  15 April  1910,

p.71.] Well, since April the street demonstrations have totally ceased. And not, indeed,

through some lack of  enthusiasm and fighting spirit  among the masses:  their inner

creativity has not gone to sleep. No, the street demonstrations were simply called off by

the leading party authorities in the face of the struggles and endeavors of the provinces,

as the 1st of May has shown, as the May demonstrations in Breslau and Braunschweig

have further shown – deliberately called off. Just as I wrote in my first reply in the
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Neue Zeit, even at the end of March – without awaiting the further course of events

and of the situation – under pressure of the mood of the provinces, they arranged the

April 10 demonstration with the feeling: An end to this at last! And an end has been

made. No demonstrations, not even meetings take up the voting rights question, the

storm-breathing rubric of  the voting rights struggle has disappeared from the party

press. And this circumstance can serve as surest symptom that the thing, for the time

being, is over and no longer actual: that our leading central organ Vorwärts began to

concern itself with tactics in the voting rights struggle. “The popular movement in the

grand style” is meanwhile sent back home.

What does Comrade Kautsky say to this? Does he who brought “Jest, Satire, Irony

and Deeper Meaning” [the title of a comedy by Christian Dietrich Grabbe.] to bear on me venture the slightest

word of reproach to the “higher authorities” who, despite his warning “not to slacken in

the street demonstrations,” have plainly killed the demonstration movement? On the

contrary: here Comrade Kautsky is all admiration, he can find only words of wonder for

“the latest demonstration campaign” which “was the model of a successful strategy of

attrition.” Quite right. This is just how it looks in practice, this “strategy of attrition”

which, “worn down” by two bold steps forward, rests on its laurels and lets the crashing

overture of the “popular movement in the grand style” run down into the gentle purring

of preparations for Reichstag elections.[a]

So the voting rights movement is again brought to a standstill for one, perhaps two

years:  and what is  more,  at  such a well-chosen moment that we have rendered the

government the greatest service anyone could have possibly done it.

The withdrawal of the suffrage bill by Bethmann-Hollweg was the decisive moment.

The government was in a tight corner. The parliamentary patchwork of electoral reform

and the parliamentary horse-trading were bankrupt. The enemy was at the end of his

rope. If we really were serious about practicing the “voting rights storm,” about the

slogan “no peace in Prussia,” about the great words of the Prussian party convention,

then the collapse of the government bill was the given moment to immediately launch a

general, grandiose attack out of this fiasco of parliamentary action with the cry “Give us

a new bill!”,  with street demonstrations across the whole country which would then

have  led  to  a  demonstration  mass  strike  and  mightily  driven  the  struggle  forward.

Comrade  Kautsky,  who  has  most  graciously  proposed  to  acknowledge  such  brain

storms as “armed” assembly in Treptower Park[B] as the application of my “strategy,”

has  here  a  clear  example  of  what  “my  strategy”  really  calls  for.  Not  childish  Don

Quixoteries like those Comrade Kautsky demands of me, but political exploitation of

the enemy’s defeat as the only victory – which, moreover, is not so much the discovery

of some “new strategy,” but rather the ABC of every revolutionary, yes, of every serious
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battle tactic.

That was the party’s task. And I am not here pronouncing the party’s unqualified

duty to open a “revolutionary period” every Monday and Thursday. But I feel that if the

party begins an action, if it has summoned up the storm and called its men-at-arms, the

people, to the field of battle, if it has spoken of a “popular movement in the grand style”

and attack “by all forces” – then it dare not, after two advances, suddenly scratch its

head, gape about, and declare: “Never mind ... we didn’t mean it seriously this time ...

let’s  go  home.”  In  my  opinion  such  storm-mongering  on  approval  and  at  word  of

command is unworthy of the party’s greatness and the seriousness of the situation, and

inclined to discredit the party in the eyes of the masses. Further, the voting rights and

demonstration movement which had begun was an excellent opportunity for arousing

and enlightening the indifferent masses,  and for winning unsympathetically-minded

circles of workers as our regular agitation is not in the least in a position to do. By

deliberately stopping the movement short, the party has left this splendid opportunity

unexploited after the most beautiful beginning.

But further,  and above all,  political  points of  view come into question.  It  is most

short-sighted to mechanically divide the question of Prussian electoral reform from the

question of Reichstag voting rights and to declare that our big guns won’t go into action

over the Prussian voting rights struggle, that we’ll save them in case Reichstag voting

rights are annulled after the Reichstag elections. Plainly, one must deliberately close

one’s  eyes  to  the  actual  interconnections  not  to  see  that  in  the  present  situation,

struggle  for  Prussian  electoral  reform is  essentially  nothing  other  than  struggle  for

Reichstag  voting  rights.  It  is  clear  that  an  energetic  and  victorious  campaign  for

Prussian voting rights is the surest way to parry, in advance, a blow against Reichstag

voting rights. The resolute and persistant follow-through of the voting rights struggle

would simultaneously have been a defensive action against the reaction’s hankering for

a coup d’etat – an action which would have had all the advantages of an offense over a

forced defense.

Now Comrade Kautsky objects – and this is his last trump – that since the mass

strike has not, as we see, broken out, that is the best proof how little it flowed from the

situation and how mistaken my standpoint was:

But the very fact that it is still being debated shows that the situation is still not this ripe.

As  long  as  one  can  still  dispute  and  investigate  whether  or  not  the  mass  strike  is

opportune, the proletariat as a collective mass is not filled with that mass exasperation and

sense of  strength which  are  necessary  if  the  mass  strike  is  to  be  accomplished.  If  the

necessary mood for it had been present in March, then a dissuasive voice like mine would

have been smothered under a protest, of raging anger.
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Here Comrade Kautsky shows an interesting oscillation between extremes: now the

mass strike is a coup carefully hatched in the inner sanctum of the war council, secretly

prepared in whispers; now it is “an elemental upheaval whose commencement cannot

be brought about at will, which one can await but not arrange.” I feel that the task of the

Social Democratic Party and its leadership consists neither the secretive hatching of

“great plans” nor the “awaiting” of elemental upheavals. Mass’’  strikes – as I clearly

stated in my first article in the Dortmund Arbeiter-Zeitung – cannot be “made” by an

order  from  the  “supreme  command,”  they  must  arise  from  the  masses  and  their

advancing  action.  But  politically,  in  the  sense  of  an  energetic  tactic,  a  powerful

offensive, to so lead this action forward that the masses are ever more conscious of their

tasks  –  that  the  party  can  do,  and  that  is  also  its  duty.  Social  Democracy  cannot

artificially create a revolutionary mass movement; but, circumstances permitting, it can

certainly cripple the finest mass action through its  wavering,  feeble tactics.  Proof is

furnished by the aborted, or rather, the immediately countermanded voting rights mass

strike of 1902 in Belgium.[C] How effectively the party can prevent a mass strike, this

“elemental upheaval,” by putting on the brakes under certain circumstances, even when

the  masses  are  battle-ready  to  the  highest  degree  –  Comrade  Kautsky  himself  has

reported this with regard to Austria. “But even though,” he tells us:

Even though conditions in Austria favor a mass strike far more than they do here, and even

though  the  Austrian  masses  were  temporarily  aroused  to  a  level  from  which  we  in

Germany remain far distant, to such an agitation that they could only be held back from

launching into a mass strike by the utmost exertion of all forces; and finally, even though

repeatedly and in the most positive way “threatened” with the mass strike, the comrades

responsible for the tactics of the party have violently put on the brakes and prevented one

up till now. [Neue Zeit, XXIV, 2, p.856.]

It is self-explanatory that this obstructive role of the party leadership could appear most

actively in Germany, in view of the extraordinarily developed organizational centralism

and discipline in our party. As I earlier wrote in my article “What Next?”:

In a party where, as in Germany, the principle of organization and party discipline is so

unprecedentedly  cherished,  and  where  in  consequence  the  initiative  of  unorganized

popular masses  -their  spontaneous,  so  to  speak  improvised capacity  for  action,  such a

significant, often decisive factor in all previous great political struggles – is nearly ignored,

then it  is  the inescapable duty of  the party to demonstrate the  worth of  this  so highly

developed organization and discipline event for great  actions, and their  worth even for

other forms of struggle than parliamentary elections.

The past fate of the Prussian voting rights movement almost seems to demonstrate that

our  organizational  apparatus  and our  party  discipline  prove  themselves  better,  just

now, at braking than at leading great mass actions. When even in advance the street

demonstrations  are  timidly  and  reluctantly  worked  out;  when  every  necessary
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opportunity to raise the demonstrations to a higher power – like March 18, like the 1st

of May – is embarrassingly shunned: when our own victories like the conquest of our

right to the streets on April 10, as well as the defeats of the enemy like the withdrawal of

the government bill are left totally unexploited; when finally the demonstrations are put

back on the shelf after all and the masses are sent home; in short, when everything is

done to hold back, to cripple the mass action, to deaden the militancy: then obviously

that tempestuous movement cannot arise from the masses, which must vent itself in a

mass strike.

Naturally the obstructive effect of such leadership is most nearly decisive when the

action is still in its initial stages – as is the case with us in Germany, where it is just

taking its first steps. If once the revolutionary period is fully unfolded, if the clouds of

battle are already rising high, then no brake-pulling by the party leaders will be able to

accomplish  much,  for  the  masses  will  simply  shove  aside  their  leaders  who  set

themselves against the storm of the movement. Thus could it also happen in Germany,

one  day.  But  in  the  interest  of  Social  Democracy,  I  find  it  neither  necessary  nor

desirable to steer that way. If we in Germany unquestioningly wait with the mass strike

until the masses, with “raging anger,” storm right over their brake-pulling leaders, this

obviously  can  happen  only  at  the  expense  of  the  influence  and  prestige  of  Social

Democracy.  And  then  it  could  easily  appear  that  the  complicated  organizational

apparatus  and  the  strict  party  discipline  of  which  we  are  justly  proud  are,

unfortunately, only a first-rate makeshift for the parliamentary and union daily routine;

and with the given disposition of our leading circles they are a hindrance to the mass

action in the grand style, to what is demanded by the coming era of violent struggles.

And in the same connection,  another especially  weak point  in  our  organizational

relations could have a disastrous effect. If the union leaders had publicly come out on

their own against the slogan of the mass strike in the latest voting rights campaign, it

would only have clarified the situation and sharpened the critique of the masses. But

that they didn’t have to do this, that instead through the medium of the party and with

the aid of the party apparatus they could throw the total authority of Social Democracy

into the balance to put the brakes on the mass action – that has brought the voting

rights  movement  to  a  standstill,  and  Comrade  Kautsky  has  merely  provided  the

theoretical music.

Yet  in  spite  of  all  this  our  cause  moves  forward.  The  enemy  works  for  us  so

unceasingly, it is through no merit of our own that we’re in the clover both in and out of

season. Yet in the end it is not the task of the class party of the proletariat simply to live

on the sins and errors of its enemies despite its own errors, but to accelerate the course

of events through its own energy and to release, not the minimum, but the maximum of

action and class struggle in that impulse.
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And when in the future the mass action again arises, then the party will face exactly

the same problem it did two years ago and last spring. After these two trials, the broad

circles of our party comrades must from now on clearly understand that a real mass

action in the grand style can only be kindled and at length maintained when treated,

not as a dry practice piece played to the time of, the party leadership’s baton, but as a

great class struggle in which all significant economic conflicts must be utilized to the

full  and all  forces  which  arouse  the  masses  must  be  guided  into  the  vortex  of  the

movement, and in which one doesn’t shun a mounting intensification of the situation

and decisive struggles, but goes to meet them with resolute, consistent tactics. Perhaps

the present discussion will contribute its part to this.

[A] Luxemburg is alluding to a passage from Section 3 of Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire
of  Louis  Bonaparte.  “But  the  revolutionary  threats  of  the  petty  bourgeoisie  and  their
democratic representatives are merely attempts to intimidate the opponent.  And when they
have run themselves up a blind alley, when they have so compromised themselves that they are
forced to act out their threats, then this is done in an ambiguous way that shuns nothing more
than the means to the end and snatches at pretexts for defeat. The crashing “overture which
proclaimed the struggle dies down into a gentle purring as soon as the struggle is supposed to
begin, the actors cease to take themselves au drieux, and the performance falls as flat as an air-
filled balloon pricked with a pin.”

[B] Berlin police chief Traugott von Jagow had banned street demonstrations with his “public
notice”  of  February  13,  1910:  “The  ’right  to  the  streets’  is  being  proclaimed.  The  streets
exclusively for the purpose of commerce. Resistance to state authority will result in the use of
weapons. I warn the curious.” Berlin Social Democracy called a demonstration in Treptower
Perk on March 6, 1910 for democratic voting rights; as the police were waiting there in force it
was redirected to the Berlin zoo, where 150,000 demonstrated for free, equal, and universal
suffrage before the police arrived.

[C] On April 14, 1902, a mass strike began in Belgium in which over 300,000 workers took part.
It was broken off on April 20 by the General Council of the Belgian Workers’ Party, although the
demands for changes in suffrage and the related constitutional amendment had been rejected
on April 18 by the Belgian chamber.
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Rosa Luxemburg

An Attrition or Collision

In conclusion, a little historical reminiscence – yet one which is not without agreeable

parallels to the present. Comrade Kautsky rejects, for Prussia, the examples of other

lands where the mass strike has recently been used. Russia counts for nothing as an

example, neither does Belgium or even Austria. For it is “out of the question to appeal

to the examples of  other lands in the present situation in Prussia.” [Kautsky, What

Now?, p.36.] But in search of the fitting model for our tactic, Comrade Kautsky himself

goes  back  to  the  old  Romans  and  Hannibal.  Here  he  finds  an  example  for  the

edification of the German proletariat in Fabius the Procrastinator, with his allegedly

victorious “strategy of attrition.”

To  me,  going  back  to  the  antique  Romans  seems  rather  far  fetched:  but  since

Comrade Kautsky has already done so, I would like to demonstrate that, here too, the

facts are not quite correct.  The fable of the necessary and victorious strategy of  the

Cunctator  was  destroyed  by  Mommsen,  who  proved  that  from  the  beginning  “the

natural and correct employment” of Roman military forces was a resolute attack, and

that the Fabian procrastination (which Mommsen calls “methodic do-nothing”) was not

the expression of some deep strategic plan dictated by the situation, but flowed from

the conservative and senile politics of the Senate.

“Quintus Fabius,” says Mommsen, “was a man well on in years, of a circumspection

and determination which appear to have been nothing less than procrastination and

obstinacy; a zealous worshipper of the good old days, the political omnipotence of the

Senate, the magistral authority; for the salvation of the state he looked first to sacrifices

and prayers, then to methodic military leadership.” “A leading statesman in command

of the interconnection of events must have come to grief here,” he says in another place,

“where everywhere either too little or too much had already been done. Now the war

began, in which the enemy had been allowed to decide the time and place; and in their

well-founded consciousness of military superiority, they were at. a loss for a goal and
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direction  for  their  first  operations.”  An  offensive  in  Spain  and  Africa  was  first

commandment of tactics, “but they heeded the command of interest as little as that of

honor.”

That through this hesitation the Spanish allies of Rome would be sacrificed for the

second time, could have been foreseen as easily as the hesitation itself could have been

avoided.

However wise it may have been for the Romans to remain on the defensive and expect

their  chief  success through cutting off  the enemy’s means of  subsistence, yet it  was

surely a strange system of defense and of “starving them out” when the enemy – under

the  eyes  of  a  numerically  equal  Roman  army  –  was  allowed,  with  Central  Asian

indifference,  to  lay  the  land waste  unhindered  and in  great  measure  to  adequately

provision himself for winter through systematic foraging.

Finally, it could not be said that the Roman army forced this conduct of the war upon it

general. To be sure, it was composed in part of militia recently called-up: but its core

was the veteran legions from Arminium. Far from being demoralized by the recent

defeats, they were embittered over the dishonorable task alloted them by their general,

“Hannibal’s lackey, “ and clamorously demanded to be led against the enemy. There

were violent demonstrations in the popular assemblies against the obstinate old man.

In  this  vein,  Mommsen  goes  a  good  deal  further.  “Rome  was  not  saved  by  the

‘Procrastinator,’”  says  Mommsen,  “but  by  the  firm  union  of  the  federation  –  and

equally,  perhaps,  by  the  national  hatred  with  which  the  occidental  welcomed

Phoenician Man.” This was so notorious that finally even “the majority of the Senate,

despite  the  quasi-legitimization  which  recent  events  had  given  the  procrastinating

system of  Fabius,  resolved  to  dismiss  the military  leadership which was slowly  but

surely leading the state to ruin.” [Theodor Mommsen’s Roman History, 3rd ed., 1856,

vol. 1, pp.551-577.]

This is what it looks like, Fabius Cunctator’s victorious “strategy of attrition.” It is in

fact,  a  legend  preached  at  high  school  students  in  our  schools  to  drill  them  in

conservative spirits, and warn them against, “rashness” and “revolutionizers” – to drum

into them, as the spirit of world history, the motto to which the Home Guard marches:

“Forward,  ever  slowly.”  That  this  legend  should  be  served  up  to  the  revolutionary

proletariat today, in this situation – that is one of the unforeseen decrees of fate.

Be that as it may, it seems to me that an element in our ruling Senate of the party and

the unions is adequately depicted here: that element of the noble Quintus Fabius, who
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looked first, to sacrifices and prayers, and then to methodic military leadership for the

salvation  of  the  state.  From lack  of  procrastination,  from youthful  exuberance  and

rashness in our party leadership, we have not to my knowledge suffered greatly.  As

Comrade Adler said at the German-Austrian party convention in Granz:

A  touch  of  the  whip  always  does  good;  and  I  confess  that  at  a  party  convention,

exclamations lamenting that nothing is being done please me far more than those advising

discretion and prudence. We take good care of you indeed, prudence – better, perhaps,

than we should. We don’t need you for brakes!

So,  more or less,  I  think it  is  with us.  That Comrade Kautsky lent  his  pen and his

historical knowledge to advocating the Cunctator strategy was a waste, to say the least.

For brakes, Comrade Kautsky, we don’t need you.
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Rosa Luxemburg

(1911)

First Published: Leipziger Volkszeitung, July 24th, 1911.
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Looker for help with permissions.
Copyright: Random House, 1972, ISBN/ISSN: 0224005960. Printed with the
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Because of the Morocco Affair, as is well known, it has occurred to a number of our

French comrades that an international socialist demonstration against the militaristic

colonial adventure is called for. This would be arranged by the organ competent for

such matters, the International Socialist Bureau. To begin with, a meeting was planned

between the socialist representatives of the two countries directly involved, France and

Spain. On behalf  of  the Spanish comrades, Pablo Iglesias proclaimed his  agreement

with  the  proposal  made  by  Vaillant  and  the  French  comrades.  When  Germany

dispatched the Panther to Agadir, it became evident that German militarism was also

intervening  in  the  Moroccan  adventure,  thus  heightening international  tension  and

increasing  the  possibility  of  a  war.  Thereupon  the  participation  of  German  Social

Democracy  and  possibly  of  the  English  representatives  in  the  planned  meeting

appeared necessary. In reply to an inquiry made by the Secretariat in Brussels, Keir

Hardie and Quelch consented on behalf of the English workers, and for their part also

declared  the  meeting  to  be  necessary.  Only  the  German  Party  Executive  failed  to

support the initiative. The answer was communicated only by one member of the Party

Executive – as his private opinion, it is true – but the other members apparently agreed

with  it,  since  no  further  announcement  ensued.  The  German  member  of  the

International Bureau also declared the conference to be inadvisable for the time being,

and for this reason the planned meeting did not take place.

Opinions may differ  on the necessity  or  usefulness  of  calling a  conference of  the
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International Socialist Bureau on the question of the Morocco Affair. In any case this

meeting was not planned for the immediate future: only preparations were to be made

so  that  it  could  be  held  if  the  need  arose.  It  was  on  this  basis  that  the  socialist

representatives  of  France,  Spain  and England accepted  the  proposal.  However,  the

German party’s decision not to hold the conference ‘for the time being’ must be seen as

a rejection of the whole idea – which is why the Secretariat in Brussels proposed to

shelve the Morocco Question until the next annual meeting of the Bureau. That this

attitude  on  the  part  of  the  German  party  could  not  have  had  an  encouraging  and

stimulating effect on the socialist protest movements in other countries seems to us to

be obvious. This makes it all the more interesting to know the reasons that have led to

this attitude of our party. It sounds almost unbelievable, but these reasons are again

considerations of the impending Reichstag elections. The view that was expressed by

the member of the Party Executive – and which, after his announcement, has already

been expounded in a public meeting in Berlin – reads as follows:

I see in the whole affair something with which the rulers of our state are attempting to

divert general attention away from internal conditions, and to make propaganda for the

Reichstag  elections.  With  its  domestic  policy,  our  government  has  created  a  situation

which would not even arouse a dog’s sympathy. It is thus relying on its favourite method,

one which was used by Bismarck in 1887 with Boulanger and by Bülow in 1906 with the

Hottentots. Now I believe Messrs Bethmann-Hollweg and Kiderlen-WÃ¤chter capable of

any stupidity, even of one which could lead to serious European conflicts. In the case of

Morocco,  however,  I  believed  that  these  gentlemen  did  not  have  a  free  hand,  since

conflicting capitalist interests come into question in that country; of which, the ‘French’

group in Germany is the strongest.

For years this  war for the mines has been with us.  As is  well  known, a certain Herr

Mannesmann has  given money to  the  Sultan of  Morocco,  for  which  he has  received a

document; this he and his friends and the small group of ranters who call themselves Pan-

Germans  claim is  a  document  giving  the  brothers  Mannesmann  a  monopoly  over  the

Moroccan  mines.  Of  course  the  contents  of  this  document  conflict  with  the  Treaty  of

Algeciras.  Mannesmann and his  friends  claim that  this  makes  no difference,  since  the

treaty cannot affect prior treaties.

Despite the great row that Mannesmann and his friends made in the press, the former

Secretary of State for External Affairs, von Schön, could not be induced to say an obliging

word  concerning  the  Mannesmann  Treaty  although  he  did  not  wish  to  oppose

Mannesmann publicly.  But  when  he  was  pressed  to  take  a  stand,  it  turned  out  to  be

unfavourable  towards  Herr  Mannesmann.  The  reason  for  this  decision  is  due  less  to

Mannesmann’s  uncertain  legal  position  than  to  a  conflicting  capitalist  interest.

Mannesmann is in competition with an ostensibly French mining syndicate. This syndicate

is based in Paris and one of its partners is Schneider of Creusot. But besides Schneider,

other  giants  of  the  German Steel-Works  Association,  such  as  Krupp and Thyssen,  are

represented  in  it.  They  say:  if  iron  ore  exists  in  Morocco  in  the  great  quantities  that

Mannesmann  claims,  then  we  can  fetch  it  ourselves  and  need  not  be  exploited  by

Mannesmann.  These  gentlemen  would  prefer  to  carry  out  the  exploitation  themselves
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rather than become victims of that exploitation. This consideration carried far more weight

than all the legal and constitutional grounds. In so far as Messrs Mannesmann are still

drilling for iron ore at all, they have recently transferred their activities to Agadir. From

there the complaint was heard that the technicians were being prevented from doing their

work. Then Bethmann-Hollweg and Kiderlen-Wächter made a concession to the cries of

Mannesmann and his comrades. I do not believe, however, that they will allow themselves

to be pressed further, since then they would be damaging the interests of the great powers

of the Steel-Works Association. In brief: I believe the leaders of our foreign policy capable

of any stupidity, but I do not believe that they will go any further because then they might

injure  the  interests  of  the most  powerful  capitalists,  and they,  whose understanding is

more penetrating, would call a halt in good time.

If we were to commit ourselves firmly too soon and to stress the Moroccan Question at

the expense of all questions of domestic policy in such a way that an effective electoral

slogan could be used against us, then the consequences cannot be anticipated. For in their

hatred and fear of socialism, Krupp and Thyssen yield nothing to Bethmann-Hollweg. It is

in our vital interests not to allow the discussion of domestic events such as tax policy,

agrarian privileges and security regulations to be suppressed. Yet this is what could happen

if we talk about the Moroccan Question in every village and thus encourage a backlash. If

in this affair Messrs Bethmann and comrades get the defeat they deserve – which in view

of  their  notorious  incompetence  is  quite  possible  –  then  we  would  have  one  more

argument to use against them in the election.

We must confess that the conclusions which have been drawn from the Moroccan Affair

and described with such expert knowledge encourage us very little. The high-minded

policy upon which they are based is: let us leave it to the grandees of the Steel-Works

Association to  put  a  stop to the German action in Morocco in  good time while  we

trouble ourselves as little as possible with the whole matter, for we have other things to

occupy us, namely, coping with the Reichstag elections. In any case, it surely occurred

to no one to demand of the German Social-Democratic Party that we should ‘stress the

Moroccan Question at the expense of all questions of domestic policy’. The very last

persons who might be suspected of this are Vaillant and the French comrades, for they

themselves  are  a  living  example  of  how  one  can  stress  foreign  policy  while  not

neglecting domestic affairs.  This they demonstrated by discussing in the most lively

manner their problems of domestic politics, especially the social security bill, without

detriment to their energetic agitation against the Moroccan adventure. And similarly,

the forceful  protest  action of  Iglesias  and his  comrades  did  very  little  to  harm the

party’s other political struggles in Spain, particularly the splendidly executed economic

mass action in Saragossa.

Moreover, it is most likely that our opponents, given the urgency of their need, are

attempting  to  concoct  an  electoral  slogan  against  Social  Democracy  out  of  all  the

hullabaloo  over  Morocco  in  order  to  produce  a  kind  of  patriotic  election  carnival.

However,  precisely  if  one  accepts  this  and  even  believes  that  this  ridiculous  and
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frivolous adventure could result in ‘a powerful slogan’ against us, then it would seem

completely illogical to avoid discussing this question in the course of our campaign. If

we are to expect that the Reaction will use Morocco as a decoy to its own advantage,

then the only way of making this slogan ineffective and of thwarting this attempt at

manipulation is for us to enlighten the masses as soon and as completely as possible as

to the deplorable background to the affair and the sordid capitalist interests involved in

it. If there is a way in which our own debates on, and agitation against, this new attack

by capitalist  reaction could bring about our defeat,  we are not aware of it.  There is

evidently such a limited trust in the strength of our view, in the productive power of our

agitation, that one searches in vain for its causes. In 1870, in the face of the unleashed

furies  of  jingoism,  Bebel  and  Liebknecht  did  not  hesitate  to  proclaim  loudly  our

devotion to peace and fraternity. If they did not do this ‘in every village’, it was probably

only because we were able to make headway in very few villages. And compared with

the ‘patriotic war against the Sworn Enemy’, how insignificant is the insipid farce of the

Mannesmann firm and its offspring in the present Foreign Office!

If the point of view that we have been discussing is guilty of too little faith in the

victorious strength of our slogans, it seems to us that, on the other hand, it strongly

overestimates the power of vested capitalist interests in guaranteeing peace. It may well

be  that  the  foreign  policy  of  Bethmann  and  Kiderlen  feels  itself  confident  only  of

holding the balance between the two cliques of mining exploiters; but the game that is

played on the volcanic terrain of international conflicts is, even for minds greater than

these capitalist clerks, a game of blindman’s-bluff. Mannesmann and Thyssen alone do

not determine the further course of the adventure which, like all global blunders, can

easily escape from the grasp of those who arranged it and grow from a frivolous game

with  matches  into  a  global  conflagration.  And  of  course  the  critical  forms  of  the

situation can be transferred, by means of granting concessions’ of some kind, to South

Africa or another part of the world, which then creates quite new conflicts. This is why,

in our view, the duty of Social Democracy is not to reassure public opinion, but to do

the very reverse, to rouse it and warn it against the dangers lying dormant in it such

adventures in international politics today. It is not enough for us to rely on the pacific

intentions of some capitalist clique as a factor in achieving peace; we can only count on

the  resistance  of  the  enlightened masses.  By  obeying  the  order  to  keep  our  peace,

incidentally,  we would be seen to be  falling in with the wishes of  the  rulers  of  the

Moroccan policy. The general Silence in the Forest [reference to a famous poem by Goethe] that the two

high priests of colonial policy, Cambon and Kiderlen, have insisted on in order to carry

on  their  hocus-pocus  without  interruption  behind  the  backs  of  the  people’s

representatives and the public, is one more sign that the tactics of the workers’ parties

require the very opposite: a loud appeal to the public opinion to which the rulers intend

to present a fait accompli. In this sense the demand first put forward by Vorwärts
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that, for example, the Reichstag be convened, was surely dictated by the right instinct.

Unfortunately,  our  central  organ  –  if  we  are  not  mistaken  –  no  longer  appears  to

support this demand.

Finally  the  position  of  the  Party  Executive  exhibits  a  general  conception  of  the

electoral  struggle that  does  not  appear entirely satisfactory  to us.  They say  that we

should restrict our agitation exclusively to matters of domestic policy, to questions or

taxation and social  legislation.  But financial  policy,  the rule of  the Junkers and the

stagnation.  of  social  reform are  organically  bound up with militarism,  naval  policy,

colonial policy, and with personal rule and its foreign policy. Any artificial separation of

these spheres can only present an incomplete and one-sided picture of the state of our

public affairs. Above all we should propagate socialist enlightenment in the Reichstag

elections,  but  this  we cannot  do  if  we  restrict  our  criticism to  Germany’s  domestic

circumstances,  if  we fail  to  depict  the great international relationships,  the growing

dominance of capitalism. in all parts of the world, the obvious anarchy in every corner

of the globe, and the major role played by colonial and global policy in this process. We

must conduct our electoral agitation not as an abridged political primer reduced to a

few  simple  points  now  ‘in  vogue’,  but  as  the  socialist  world  view  in  all  its

comprehensiveness, richness and diversity.

We have heard so much about the ‘splendid situation’ in which we are approaching

the Reichstag elections, and at the same time we have been warned repeatedly against

spoiling this ‘situation’ by some imprudent action; previously this was the struggle for

universal  suffrage  in  Prussia,  and  now  it  is  the  agitation  against  the  hubbub

surrounding Morocco. We think that the ‘splendid situation’ is not a chance external

constellation that one can spoil  by a rash act.  Rather it is the product of  the entire

historical development of the past few decades within and without Germany. The best

way of throwing away the advantage of this ‘situation’ would be to begin to consider all

party life and all tasks of the class struggle simply from the perspective of the ballot-

box.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 3.12.2008
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WHAT is our task in the question of peace? It does not consist merely in vigorously

demonstrating at  all  times the love of  peace of  the  Social  Democrats;  but  first  and

foremost our task is to make clear to the masses of people the nature of militarism and

sharply and clearly to bring out the differences in principle between the standpoint of

the Social Democrats and that of the bourgeois peace enthusiasts.

Wherein does this difference lie? Certainly not merely in the fact that the bourgeois

apostles of peace are relying on the influence of fine words, while we do not depend on

words alone.  Our very points of  departure are diametrically opposed: the friends of

peace in bourgeois circles believe that world peace and disarmament can be realised

within the frame-work of the present social order, whereas we, who base ourselves on

the materialistic conception of history and on scientific socialism, are convinced that

militarism can only be abolished from the world with the destruction of the capitalist

class state. From this follows the mutual opposition of our tactics in propagating the

idea of peace. The bourgeois friends of peace are endeavouring – and from their point

of view this is perfectly logical and explicable – to invent all sorts of “practical” projects

for  gradually  restraining  militarism,  and  are  naturally  inclined  to  consider  every

outward apparent sign of a tendency toward peace as the genuine article, to take every

expression of the ruling diplomacy in this vein at its word, to exaggerate it into a basis
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for earnest activity. The Social Democrats, on the other hand, must consider it their

duty in this matter, just as in all matters of social criticism, to expose the bourgeois

attempts to restrain militarism as pitiful half-measures, and the expressions of such

sentiments  on the part  of  the  governing circles  as  diplomatic  make-believe,  and to

oppose  the  bourgeois  claims  and  pretences  with  the  ruthless  analysis  of  capitalist

reality.

From this  same standpoint  the  tasks  of  the  Social  Democrats  with regard  to  the

declarations of the kind made by the British Government can only be to show up the

idea of a partial limitation of armaments, in all its impracticability, as a half-measure,

and to endeavour to make it clear to the people that militarism is closely linked up with

colonial politics, with tariff politics, and with international politics, and that therefore

the  present  Nations,  if  they  really  seriously  and  honestly  wish  to  call  a  halt  on

competitive armaments, would have to begin by disarming in the commercial political

field, give up colonial predatory campaigns and the international politics of spheres of

influence in  all  parts  of  the  world – in a  word,  in  their  foreign as  well  as  in  their

domestic politics would have to do the exact contrary of everything which the nature of

the  present  politics  of  a  capitalist  class  state  demands.  And  thus  would  be  clearly

explained  what  constitutes  the  kernel  of  the  Social  Democratic  conception,  that

militarism in both its forms – as war and as armed peace – is a legitimate child, a

logical  result  of  capitalism,  which  can  only  be  overcome  with  the  destruction  of

capitalism, and that hence whoever honestly desires world peace and liberation from

the tremendous burden of armaments must also desire Socialism. Only in this way can

real Social Democratic enlightenment and recruiting be carried on in connection with

the armaments debate.

This work, however, will be rendered somewhat difficult and the attitude of the Social

Democrats will become obscure and vacillating if, by some strange exchange of roles,

our Party tries on the contrary to convince the bourgeois State that it can quite well

limit armaments and bring about peace and that it can do this from its own standpoint,

from that of a capitalist class State.

It has until now been the pride and the firm scientific basis of our Party, that not only

the general lines of our programme but also the slogans of our practical everyday policy

were not invented out of odds and ends as something desirable, but that in all things we

relied on our knowledge of the tendencies of social development and made the objective

lines of this development the basis of our attitude. For us the determining factor until

now has not been the possibility from the standpoint of the relation of forces within the

State,  but  the  possibility  from  the  standpoint  of  the  tendencies  of  development  of

society. The limitation of armaments, the retrenchment of militarism, does not coincide

with the further development of international capitalism. Only those who believe in the

Rosa Luxemburg: Peace Utopias (1911) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1911/05/11.htm

2 of 7 9/20/2018, 9:33 PM



mitigation and blunting  of  class antagonisms,  and in  the checking of  the  economic

anarchy  of  capitalism,  can  believe  in  the  possibility  of  these  international  conflicts

allowing  themselves  to  be  slackened,  to  be  mitigated  and  wiped  out.  For  the

international  antagonisms  of  the  capitalist  states  are  but  the  complement  of  class

antagonisms,  and  the  world  political  anarchy  but  the  reverse  side  of  the  anarchic

system of production of capitalism. Both can grow only together and be overcome only

together. “A little  order and peace” is,  therefore,  just  as impossible,  just  as much a

petty-bourgeois Utopia, with regard to the capitalist world market as to world politics,

and with regard to the limitation of crises as to the limitation of armaments.

Let  us  cast  a  glance  at  the  events  of  the  last  fifteen  years  of  international

development. Where do they show any tendency toward peace, toward disarmament,

toward settlement of conflicts by arbitration?

During these fifteen years we had this: in 1895 the war between Japan and China,

which is the prelude to the East Asiatic period of imperialism; in 1898 the war between

Spain and the United States; in 1899-1902 the British Boer War in South Africa; in

1900 the campaign of the European powers in China; in 1904 the Russo-Japanese War;

in 1904-07 the German Herero War in Africa;  and then there was also the military

intervention  of  Russia  in  1908  in  Persia,  at  the  present  moment  the  military

intervention  of  France  in  Morocco,  without  mentioning  the  incessant  colonial

skirmishes in Asia and in Africa. Hence the bare facts alone show that for fifteen years

hardly a year has gone by without some war activity.

But more important still is the after effect of these wars. The war with China was

followed in Japan by a military reorganisation which made it possible ten years later to

undertake the war against  Russia  and which made Japan the predominant military

power in the Pacific. The Boer War resulted in a military reorganisation of England, the

strengthening of  her armed forces on land. The war with Spain inspired the United

States to reorganise its navy and moved it to enter colonial politics  with imperialist

interests in Asia, and thus was created the germ of the antagonism of interests between

the United States and Japan in the Pacific. The Chinese campaign was accompanied in

Germany by a thorough military reorganisation, the great Navy Law of 1900, which

marks the beginning of the competition of Germany with England on the sea and the

sharpening of the antagonisms between these two nations.

But there is another and extremely important factor besides the social and political

awakening  of  the  hinterlands,  of  the  colonies  and  the  “spheres  of  interest,”  to

independent  life.  The  revolution  in  Turkey,  in  Persia,  the  revolutionary  ferment  in

China, in India, in Egypt, in Arabia, in Morocco, in Mexico, all these are also starting

points of world political antagonisms, tensions, military activities and armaments. It
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was just during the course of this fifteen years that the points of friction in international

politics have increased to an unparalleled degree, a number of new States stepped into

active struggle on the international stage, all the Great Powers underwent a thorough

military  reorganisation.  The  antagonisms,  in  consequence  of  all  these  events,  have

reached an acuteness never known before, and the process is going further and further,

since on the one hand the ferment in the Orient is increasing from day to day, and on

the  other  every  settlement  between  the  military  powers  unavoidably  becomes  the

starting point for fresh conflicts. The Reval Entente between Russia, Great Britain and

France, which Jaurs hailed as a guarantee for world peace, led to the sharpening of the

crisis in the Balkans, accelerated the outbreak of the Turkish Revolution, encouraged

Russia to military action in Persia and led to a rapprochement between Turkey and

Germany which, in its turn, rendered the Anglo-German antagonisms more acute. The

Potsdam agreement resulted in the sharpening of the crisis in China and the Russo-

Japanese agreement had the same effect.

Therefore, on a mere reckoning with facts, to refuse to realise that these facts give

rise to anything rather than a mitigation of the international conflicts, of any sort of

disposition toward world peace, is wilfully to close one’s eyes.

In view of all this, how is it possible to speak of tendencies toward peace in bourgeois

development which are  supposed to  neutralise  and overcome its  tendencies  toward

war? Wherein are they expressed?

In  Sir  Edward  Grey’s  declaration  and  that  of  the  French  Parliament?  In  the

“armament weariness” of the bourgeoisie? But the middle and petty bourgeois sections

of the bourgeoisie have always been groaning at the burden of militarism, just as they

groan at  the  devastation of  free  competition,  at  the  economic  crises,  at  the  lack of

conscience shown in stock exchange speculations, at the terrorism of the cartels and

trusts. The tyranny of the trust magnates in America has even called forth a rebellion of

broad masses of the people and a wearisome legal procedure against the trusts on the

part of the State authorities. Do the Social Democrats interpret this as a symptom of the

beginning of the limitation of trust development, or have they not rather a sympathetic

shrug of the shoulders for that petty-bourgeois rebellion and a scornful smile for that

State campaign? The “dialectic” of the peace tendency of capitalist development, which

was supposed to have cut  across  its  war tendency and to  have overcome it,  simply

confirms the old truth that the roses of capitalist profit-making and class domination

also have thorns for the bourgeoisie, which it prefers to wear as long as possible round

its suffering head, in spite of all pain and woe, rather than get rid of it along with the

head on the advice of the Social Democrats.

To  explain  this  to  the  masses,  ruthlessly  to  scatter  all  illusions  with  regard  to
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attempts made at peace on the part of the bourgeoisie and to declare the proletarian

revolution as the first and only step toward world peace – that is the task of the Social

Democrats  with regard to  all  disarmament  trickeries,  whether  they are  invented  in

Petersburg, London or Berlin.

II

The Utopianism of the standpoint which expects an era of peace and retrenchment of

militarism in the present social order is plainly revealed in the fact that it is having

recourse  to  project  making.  For  it  is  typical  of  Utopian  strivings  that,  in  order  to

demonstrate  their  practicability,  they  hatch  “practical”  recipes  with  the  greatest

possible details. To this also belongs the project of the “United States of Europe” as a

basis for the limitation of international militarism.

“We support all efforts,” said Comrade Ledebour in his speech in the Reichstag on April 3,

“which aim at getting rid of the threadbare pretexts for the incessant war armaments. We

demand the economic and political union of the European states. I am firmly convinced

that, while it is certain to come during the period of Socialism, it can also come to pass

before that time, that we will live to see the UNITED STATES OF EUROPE, as confronted

at present by the business competition of the United States of America. At least we demand

that capitalist society, that capitalist statesmen, in the interests of capitalist development

in Europe itself,  in order that  Europe will  later not  be completely submerged in world

competition, prepare for this union of Europe into the United States of Europe.”

And in the Neue Zeit of April 28, Comrade Kautsky writes:

... For a lasting duration of peace, which banishes the ghost of war forever, there is only

one  way  to-day:  the  union  of  the  states  of  European  civilisation  into  a  league  with  a

common commercial policy, a league parliament, a league government and a league army

– the formation of the United States of Europe. Were this to succeed, then a tremendous

step would be achieved. Such a United States would possess such a superiority of forces

that without any war they could compel all the other nations which do not voluntarily join

them to liquidate their armies and give up their fleets. But in that case all necessity for

armaments for the new United States themselves would disappear. They would be in a

position not only to relinquish all further armaments, give up the standing army and all

aggressive weapons on the sea, which we are demanding to-day, but even give up all means

of defence, the militia system itself. Thus the era of permanent peace would surely begin.

Plausible as the idea of the United States of Europe as a peace arrangement may seem

to some at first glance, it has on closer examination not the least thing in common with

the method of thought and the standpoint of social democracy.

As adherents of the materialist conception of history, we have always adopted the
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standpoint that the modern States as political structures are not artificial products of a

creative phantasy, like, for instance, the Duchy of Warsaw of Napoleonic memory, but

historical products of economic development. But what economic foundation lies at the

bottom of the idea of a European State Federation? Europe, it is true, is a geographical

and, within certain limits, an historical cultural conception. But the idea of Europe as

an economic unit contradicts capitalist development in two ways. First of all there exist

within Europe among the capitalist States – and will so long as these exist – the most

violent struggles of competition and antagonisms, and secondly the European States

can no longer get along economically without the non-European countries. As suppliers

of foodstuffs, raw materials and wares, also as consumers of the same, the other parts of

the  world  are  linked  in  a  thousand  ways  with  Europe.  At  the  present  stage  of

development of the world market and of world economy, the conception of Europe as

an isolated economic unit is a sterile concoction of the brain. Europe no more forms a

special unit within world economy than does Asia or America.

And if the idea of a European union in the economic sense has long been outstripped,

this is no less the case in the political sense.

The times when the centre of gravity of political development and the crystallising

agent of capitalist contradictions lay on the European continent, are long gone by. To-

day  Europe  is  only  a  link  in  the  tangled  chain  of  international  connections  and

contradictions.  And  what  is  of  decisive  significance  –  European  antagonisms

themselves no longer play their role on the European continent but in all parts of the

world and on all the seas.

Only were one suddenly to lose sight of all these happenings and manoeuvres, and to

transfer oneself back to the blissful times of the European concert of powers, could one

say, for instance, that for forty years we have had uninterrupted peace. This conception,

which considers only events on the European continent, does not notice that the very

reason why we have had no war in Europe for decades is the fact that international

antagonisms  have  grown  infinitely  beyond  the  narrow  confines  of  the  European

continent, and that European problems and interests are now fought out on the world

seas and in the by-corners of Europe.

Hence the “United States of  Europe” is  an idea which runs directly counter both

economically and politically to the course of development, and which takes absolutely

no account of the events of the last quarter of a century.

That an idea so little in accord with the tendency of development can fundamentally

offer no progressive solution in spite of all radical disguises is confirmed also by the fate

of the slogan of the “United States of Europe.” Every time that bourgeois politicians
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have championed the idea of Europeanism, of the union of European States, it has been

with  an  open  or  concealed  point  directed  against  the  “yellow  peril,”  the  “dark

continent,”  against  the  “inferior  races,”  in  short,  it  has  always  been  an  imperialist

abortion.

And now if we, as Social Democrats, were to try to fill this old skin with fresh and

apparently revolutionary wine, then it must be said that the advantages would not be on

our side but on that of the bourgeoisie. Things have their own objective logic. And the

solution of the European union within the capitalist social order can objectively, in the

economic sense, mean only a tariff war with America, and in the political sense only a

colonial race war. The Chinese campaign of the united European regiments, with the

World Field Marshal Waldersee at the head, and the gospel of the Hun as our standard

– that is the actual and not the fantastic, the only possible expression of the “European

State Federation” in the present social order.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 11.12.2008
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Introduction

This is one of many articles that Rosa Luxemburg wrote on and around the question
of the ‘Agadir incident’.

This incident was sparked off by Germany’s attempt to spread her influence over the
whole of Morocco. In view of the possibilities of a war breaking out on this issue, the
French  Socialists  took  this  incident  as  grounds  for  wanting  an  international
demonstration  for  Socialism.  The  French  requested  a  meeting  through  the
International  Socialist  Bureau  of  the  Social-Democratic  organisations  of  those
countries involved in this incident, France, Spain, the UK and Germany. With the
exception of Germany, all participants were in agreement. A full time secretary of the
SPD  party  executive,  Hermann  Molkenbuhr,  informed  the  International  Socialist
Bureau, however, that the Germans did not want a conference “for the time being”.

Molkenbuhr considered the Morocco incident to be of no danger. The interests of the
various  German Steel  companies,  Mannesmann on the  one  side,  and Krupp and
Thyssen in a  French mining syndicate on the other,  would lead the capitalists  to
putting on the brakes soon enough. Furthermore, he considered that taking up the
issue would lead to a diversion from the internal issues and therefore damage the
chances of the SPD in the coming general election.

As  was  often  the  case,  the  rank  and  file  of  the  SPD  was  more  radical  than  the
leadership and saw things differently. They took up the question in the run up to the
elections. In Berlin and in the large cities of Prussia the rank and file held protest
meetings against the sending of the warships, Panther and Berlin, to Agadir.
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Rosa Luxemburg, as a member of the International Secretariat, had received a copy
of Molkenbuhr’s letter. Obviously very unhappy with its content, she published it on
24th July 1911 in the newspaper, Leipziger Volkszeitung, with a withering criticism
from herself.

The publication of the letter caused an uproar in the party, published in the middle of
an international crisis and before the party executive had done anything, it brought
the dissatisfaction with the party executive to the boil.  This  revelation forced the
executive on 9th August to begin the agitation on the Morocco question. It did not,
however, pacify the membership.

At the Jena Conference, the party executive tried to make out of a ‘Morocco’ affair a
‘Luxemburg’ affair, accusing her of disloyalty and indiscretion. This attack backfired.
The centrists sided with the ‘lefts’  around Rosa Luxemburg and the party reform
went through. Two new secretary posts came into being, and the post of co-chairman
went  to  a  prominent  left  centrist,  Hugo  Haase,  who  replaced  the  deceased  Paul
Singer.

The article gives us a very interesting insight into Rosa Luxemburg’s views on the
question  of  party  organisation  and  her  attitude  to  what  has  gone  down  in  the
literature as her views on ‘spontaneity’. These views are not only of historical interest
but also for the current debates within the labour movement, both nationally and
internationally.

The article also gives a small insight into the workings of the SPD. I suspect that it is
generally unknown that the SPD was quite a centralised party. It was no accident, for
instance, that the attempts by the Bolsheviks to export  the Bolshevik methods of
organisation, epitomised by the 21 Conditions for entry into the Third International,
met with enormous resistance from those members of the CP who stemmed from the
SPD. Their bad experiences with centralism led to the KPD, for a few years, being an
extremely democratic party. But that is another story!

Dave Hollis

Again the Masses and Leaders

News is coming in from all sides about the meetings and demonstrations organised by

our  party  against  the  foreign policy  and the Morocco line.  The popular masses  are

answering our appeal everywhere with the greatest enthusiasm, and this proves how

much we have met the feelings and mood of the  masses  by giving them a political

expression, solution and direction. Now only one opinion predominates in the whole of

the party, that a mass action against the Morocco affair and an energetic agitation in

the field of foreign policy was an irrefutable task of Social-Democracy and an urgent

necessity.

And now the question immediately posed by this: Why was this campaign not begun

one or two months ago? The dispatch of the German gunboat to Agadir, with which

Rosa Luxemburg: Mass Action (1911) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1911/08/29.htm

2 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:33 PM



Germany officially  intervened in the Morocco affair,  took place on the 2nd of July.

Already in the first week of July, the protest of the French and Spanish Socialists was in

full swing. Instead of immediately initiating at that time the agitation with all one’s

might, we are bringing up the rear and dragging ourselves along in the wake of events

and are at  least one to one and a  half  months too late.  In this  important  case our

political quick-wittedness has left a lot to be desired. Why?

One will answer: The party executive has showed an unfortunate lack of initiative. Its

call for action was not published until the 9th of August and therefore the meetings

could first begin in the second half of August. To be sure, but must the party wait for the

official call of the party executive? If today everyone in the party without exception sees

the necessity for action against the world politics, cannot the local party organisations

do something on their own initiative, like the Stuttgart comrades have done?[1]  It  is

extraordinarily easy to put the blame on the party executive, who for their part may

really have acted with a lack of determination and energy. However, a no smaller part of

the blame is to be put on those who always expect all salvation from above and even in

such  clear  and  indubitable  cases  shy  away  from  a  little  self-activity  and  personal

initiative. Of course campaigns of the party on this scale re quire uniformity and unity

in order to be most effective, which can be best brought about from a centre. In this

respect, especially the example of several old centres of the party movement, who would

rouse all the remaining local organisations, would certainly not miss their mark. To be

sure,  also  the  party  executive,  as  leading  centre,  would  soon  see  itself  forced  to

generalise every massive initiative and good beginning by making itself the mouthpiece

and tool of the will of the party,  instead of, as now, the other way round, the party

executive  viewing  the  great  and  powerful  party  organisations  as  being  just  an

instrument for carrying out the instructions of the party executive.

It must also be said openly: only when there is a reversal of the present abnormal

relations would life within the party first stand on a normal footing. It is stated in the

Communist Manifesto that the emancipation of the working class can only be the

work of the working class itself and it understands by the working class not a party

executive of seven or twelve but the enlightened mass of the proletariat in person. Every

step forward in the struggle for emancipation of the working class must at the same

time mean a growing intellectual independence of its mass, its growing self-activity,

self-determination  and  initiative.  How  should  the  capability  of  action  and  political

quickwittedness of the broad popular masses develop if the vanguard of these masses,

the  best  and  most  enlightened  sections  united  in  the  Social-Democratic  Party

organisations, exhibit for their part no initiative and independence as masses, on the

contrary, always be at the ready until a command is issued from above? Discipline and

unity of action is a vital matter for mass movements like ours.
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However, discipline in the Social-Democratic sense differs fundamentally from the

discipline  of  the  bourgeois  armed  forces.  There  it  is  based  on  the  unthinking  and

submissive  subordination  of  the  bulk  of  the  soldiers  to  the  command  of  authority

expressing  an  outside  will.  Social-Democratic  discipline  can  only  mean  the

subordination of every individual to the will  and the thought  of  the  great majority.

Therefore Social-Democratic discipline can never mean that eight hundred thousand

organised party members have to bow to the will and regulations of a central authority

of a party executive but the opposite, all central organs of the party having to carry out

the will of the eight hundred thousand organised social democrats. Important for the

normal  development  of  the  political  life  in  the  party,  a  vital  matter  for  the  Social-

Democracy, is therefore based on always keeping the political thought and the will of

the mass of the party awake and active, and thus enabling them in increasing measure

to be active. We have, of course, the yearly party conference as highest instance which

regularly  fixes  the  will  of  the  whole  party.  However,  it  is  obvious  that  the  party

conferences  can  only  give  general  outlines  of  the  tactics  for  the  Social-Democratic

struggle. The application of these guidelines in practice requires a constant, untiring

thought,  quick-wittedness  and  initiative.  The  decisions  of  the  party  conferences

obviously do not in the slightest exhaust the regular tasks of the political struggle, for

life does not stand still, and from one party conference to the other many things take

place in heaven and earth to which the party must react.  To want to make a party

executive  responsible  for  the  whole  enormous  task  of  daily  political  vigilance  and

initiative on whose command a party organisation of almost a million passively waits, is

the most in correct thing there is from the standpoint of the proletarian class struggle.

That  is  without  doubt  that  reprehensible  “blind  obedience”  which  our  opportunists

definitely want to see in the self-evident subordination of all  to the decisions of the

whole party.

One can often hear in our ranks complaints about the bureaucratism of our highest

party authorities that is said to be killing the living political energy. These complaints

are also totally justified. Just those who express them surely take little account of the

fact that to a large extent the lamented state has its roots in the nature of things. Every

body  with  daily  official  office  work  tends  to  fall  into  bureaucratism  and  routine.

Besides,  such  high-ranking  bodies  naturally  have  a  strongly  developed  feeling  of

responsibility  that  unquestionably  has  a  strongly  paralysing  effect  on  initiative  and

determination. A real remedy against this bad state of affairs is only the living political

activity of  the entire party.  The most ideal party executive of  a party like the social

democracy would be the one that would function as the most obedient, most prompt

and most precise tool of the will  of  the entire party.  However, the most ideal  party

executive would be able to achieve nothing, would involuntarily sink into bureaucratic

inefficiency if the natural source of its energy, the will of the party, does not make itself
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felt, if critical thought, the mass of the party’s own initiative is sleeping. In fact it is

more than this. If its own energy, the independent intellectual life of the mass of the

party, is not active enough, then the central authorities have the quite natural tendency

to not only bureaucratically rust but also to get a totally wrong idea of their own official

authority and position of power with respect to the party. The most recent so-called

“secret decree” of our party executive to the party editorial staffs[2] can serve as fresh

proof,  an  attempt  to  make  decisions  for  the  party  press,  which  cannot  be  sharply

enough  rejected.  However,  also  here  it  is  necessary  to  make  clear:  Against  both

inefficiency and excessive  illusions  of  power of  the  central  authorities of  the labour

movement there is no other way except one’s own initiative, one’s own thought, and the

own fresh pulsating political life of the broad mass of the party.

The questions touched upon here are of more than academic interest in the current

situation. It has been recognised from different sides in the party that the current state

of the party executive needs to be improved, an extension and renewal of our highest

party authorities is seen to be necessary. Recently our Elberfeld organ also wrote like

that on the occasion of the Morocco debate:

“At  least  one  must  agree  with  the  Leipziger  Volkszeitung  that  the  party  executive

should have taken the initiative for a campaign.

“Well, we are also quite convinced after a closer examination of the matter that the sin of

the  party  executive  of  failing  to  do  something  must  be  judged  more  mildly.  The

administrative  machinery  of  the  party  has  become  so  extensive  that  the  number  of

members of the party leadership is no longer enough to fulfil all the requirements that are

to be made on it as seems necessary. The gap left by Comrade Singer has not been filled; if

we add to this the case that a member of the party executive or even two may well be

outside of Berlin for the carrying out of party business or for agitation, a further member

were to be ill, a fourth and fifth were on holiday – certainly nobody would want to deny the

very busy members of  the party executive  that  – it  cannot fail  to happen that  a  small

minority has to decide on sudden appearing, important questions and that these questions

would have sometimes have been dealt with differently if the whole of the executive had

got together. The contradiction is also certainly to be explained by this dilemma that the

letter of the party executive[3] is described by the party office as being the private opinion

of the letter writer while it was naturally received outside as a letter of the party executive.

The Jena party conference will have to decide a strengthening of the party executive. A

motion has already been put on this matter by two constituencies – Tetlow-Beeskow and

Berlin I.”

The  view  expressed  here  of  the  necessity  of  strengthening  the  party  executive  is

perfectly  correct  and  the  party  conference  must  not  be  allowed  to  shirk  from  its

important task in this field. If our party pacifies itself with the strengthening of the

party executive and again passively expects all  salvation from the “new men”, as for

example it  passively waited one and a half  months for the conductor’s baton of the
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party executive for the unfolding of the protest action against the Morocco affair,  it

would merely mean wanting to come up with purely bureaucratic means against the evil

of bureaucratism. No party executive in the world can replace the mass of the party’s

own energy, and an organisation of a million which, at a great time and in the face of

great tasks, would want to complain that it did not have the right leaders would prove

its  own  shortcomings,  because  it  would  prove  it  has  not  understood  the  historical

essence itself of the proletarian class struggle that consists in the proletarian masses not

needing “leaders” in a bourgeois sense, that they are themselves leaders.

Footnotes

[1]  On  15th  July  1911,  a  protest  gathering  took  place  in  Stuttgart  at  which  Karl

Liebknecht  was  the  mover  of  a  resolution  against  German  imperialism’s  Morocco

policies, which was unanimously adopted.

[2] On 8th August 1911, the SPD party executive wrote a confidential circular to the editorial
boards of the party press to try to stop them publishing criticisms of the leading trade union
bodies and articles on differences in the book printers’ union that had been caused by anti-
worker decisions of their executive. The party membership found out about the circular through
a bourgeois paper in Saxony into whose hands the circular had fallen.  The contents of  the
circular led to a considerable amount of displeasure in the party over the actions of the party
executive.

3] The paper is refering to Molkenbuhr’s letter.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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Rosa Luxemburg

(1911)

Source: Le Socialisme, September 9, 1911.

Translated: for marxists.org for Mitch Abidor.

Dear Citizens:

In a recent issue of Socialisme (no. 194, September 2) I read in the article by Citizen

Compére-Morel, The Socialists and War, the following lines:

“To be sure, we don’t dispute that the majority, the overwhelming majority

of  the Mannheim Congress,  lined up behind Bebel,  refused to take into

consideration a motion of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht who, in

Germany, carry on a campaign like that carried on in France by Hervé in

favor  of  the  theories  exposed  in  1893  by  the  Dutchman  Domela

Nieuwenhuis at the International Congress of Zurich, tending to create a

special anti-militarist committee within social-democracy.”

This passage is erroneous from beginning to end.

In the first place, I didn’t present at the Mannheim Congress, along with Citizen Karl

Liebknecht, any anti-militarist motion, nor any special anti-militarist campaign.

It  is  true  that  Citizen  Liebknecht  presented  to  the  Mannheim Congress  an  anti-

militarist motion and that he called for a special anti-militarist committee, but I  had

nothing to do with that. And neither Citizen Karl Liebknecht nor I nor, for that matter,

anyone in the German Social-Democratic party is carrying on a campaign “like that

carried on by Hervé in France,” nor do we spread “the theories exposed in 1893 by the

Dutchman Domela Nieuwenhuis.” On the contrary, the truth is that the ideas of Hervé

and Domela Nieuwenhuis are refuted by all of the comrades in Germany as anarchist

confusionisme.  As for  myself,  I  severely  criticized this  anarchist  conception of  anti-

militarism and the general strike in a pamphlet entitled: The General Strike, the

Party and the Unions,  which  appeared  in  German in  Hamburg in  1906,  and in

French in Socialisme, translated and prefaced by Citizen Bracke.
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As Citizen Compére-Morel probably doesn’t know German, it must be some practical

joker who gave him such incorrect information.

I hope that you will publish this little rectification in order to put men and things in

their proper place.

Greetings and brotherhood, to you and to Citizen

Compére-Morel

Berlin, September 5, 1911

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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Rosa Luxemburg

(1911)

Written: September 28, 1911.

First Published/Source: Justice, 7th October 1911, p.7. Justice was the journal of the

British Marxist group, the Social Democratic Federation, later the BSP.

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins with special thanks to Robert

Looker for help with permissions.

Copyleft: Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2004.

September 28, 1911 To the Unity Conference of the Socialist Organisations in Manchester

Dear Comrades, – It is with very great pleasure that we have received the intimation of

your  Unity  Conference,  and  send  you  our  best  wishes  for  the  success  of  your

deliberations. In common with the organised Socialist Proletariat of the World, we also

regard the unification of the real Socialist elements in Great Britain as a matter of the

keenest interest,  not  only to the British,  but also to the international working class

movement.  We are convinced that the  union of the two oldest and most important

Socialist organisations of England, the S.D.P. and the I.L.P., is an urgent necessity in

order to inspire with the Socialist thought and idea of the proletarian class-struggle the

masses  of  the  British  proletariat  organised  in  the  trade  unions  and  to  secure  the

necessary influence to put the policy of the Labour Party on a Socialist basis. Only when

all  real  Socialists  of  England  go  forward  unitedly  together  can  we  succeed  in

harmonising the political  practice of  the working-class struggle with its  trade union

activity,  and so  establish a  real  great,  independent,  revolutionary  class  Party  of  the

British proletariat. For this reason we heartily welcome Socialist Unity in England as a

new  support  for  the  struggle  of  the  Socialist  proletariat  of  all  countries  against

militarism, Naval and Military armaments, and Colonial expansion – in short, against

Imperialism, wherever it raises its head, in Germany, England, Russia, or any other
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country; whether it hides itself behind the deceitful mask of simple defence of national

interests and the autonomy of the Fatherland, or openly displays the piratical character

of its designs upon foreign peoples.

The orgies of international Imperialism at present moment, and the great dangers

with  which  it  threatens  the  civilised  world,  have  been  the  occasion  of  the  latest

awakening of the mass of the British proletariat to a keen class struggle, and gives to the

idea of Socialist union in Great Britain greater power and activity than ever before.

In this sense we heartily welcome your Conference, and wish the best results to your

labours.

With the Social-Democratic fraternal greetings of, the Executive Committee of the

Russo-Polish and Lithuanian Social-Democratic Party.

Yours,

ROSA LUXEMBURG

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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Rosa Luxemburg

(1912)

Speech: May 12, 1912 (at the Second Social Democratic Women’s Rally, Stuttgart,

Germany).

Source: Selected Political Writings, Rosa Luxemburg. Edited and introduced by

Dick Howard. Monthly Review Press © 1971.

Translated: Rosmarie Waldrop (from the German Ausgewählte Reden und

Schriften, 2 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1951, pp.433-41).

Transcription/Markup: Brian Baggins.

Copyright: Monthly Review Press © 1971. Published here by the Marxists Internet

Archive (marxists.org, 2003) with permission from Monthly Review Press.

“Why are there no organizations for working women in Germany? Why do we hear so

little about the working women’s movement?” With these questions, Emma Ihrer, one

of the founders of the proletarian women’s movement of Germany, introduced her 1898

essay, Working Women in the Class Struggle.  Hardly fourteen years have passed

since,  but  they have seen a  great  expansion of  the  proletarian women’s movement.

More than a hundred fifty thousand women are organized in unions and are among the

most  active  troops  in  the  economic  struggle  of  the  proletariat.  Many  thousands  of

politically organized women have rallied to the banner of Social Democracy: the Social

Democratic  women’s  paper  [Die  Gleichheit,  edited  by  Clara  Zetkin]  has  more  than  one  hundred

thousand subscribers; women’s suffrage is one of the vital issues on the platform of

Social Democracy.

Exactly  these  facts  might  lead  you  to  underrate  the  importance  of  the  fight  for

women’s suffrage. You might think: even without equal political rights for women we

have made enormous progress in educating and organizing women. Hence, women’s

suffrage is not urgently necessary. If you think so, you are deceived. The political and

syndical awakening of the masses of the female proletariat during the last fifteen years

has been magnificent.  But it has been possible only because working women took a

Rosa Luxemburg: Women's Suffrage and Class Struggle (1912) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1912/05/12.htm

1 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:34 PM



lively interest in the political and parliamentary struggles of their class in spite of being

deprived of  their  rights.  So  far,  proletarian women are  sustained  by  male  suffrage,

which they indeed take part in, though only indirectly. Large masses of both men and

women of the working class already consider the election campaigns a cause they share

in  common.  In  all  Social  Democratic  electoral  meetings,  women  make  up  a  large

segment,  sometimes  the  majority.  They  are  always  interested  and  passionately

involved. In all districts where there is a firm Social Democratic organization, women

help with the campaign. And it is women who have done invaluable work distributing

leaflets  and getting subscribers to the Social  Democratic press,  this  most important

weapon in the campaign.

The capitalist state has not been able to keep women from taking on all these duties

and efforts of political life. Step by step, the state has indeed been forced to grant and

guarantee them this possibility by allowing them union and assembly rights. Only the

last political right is denied women: the right to vote, to decide directly on the people’s

representatives in legislature  and administration,  to be an elected member of  these

bodies.  But here, as in all  other areas of  society,  the motto is:  “Don’t  let  things get

started!” But things have been started. The present state gave in to the women of the

proletariat when it admitted them to public assemblies, to political associations. And

the  state  did  not  grant  this  voluntarily,  but  out  of  necessity,  under  the  irresistible

pressure of the rising working class. It was not least the passionate pushing ahead of

the proletarian women themselves which forced the Prusso-German police state to give

up the famous “women’s section”[A] in gatherings of political associations and to open

wide the doors of political organizations to women. This really set the ball rolling. The

irresistible progress of the proletarian class struggle has swept working women right

into the whirlpool of political life. Using their right of union and assembly, proletarian

women have taken a most active part in parliamentary life and in election campaigns. It

is only the inevitable’ consequence, only the logical result of the movement that today

millions  of  proletarian women call  defiantly  and with self-confidence:  Let  us  have

suffrage!

Once upon a time, in the beautiful era of pre-1848 absolutism, the whole working

class was said not to be “mature enough” to exercise political rights. This cannot be said

about  proletarian  women  today,  because  they  have  demonstrated  their  political

maturity.  Everybody  knows  that  without  them,  without  the  enthusiastic  help  of

proletarian  women,  the  Social  Democratic  Party  would  not  have  won  the  glorious

victory of January 12, [1912], would not have obtained four and a quarter million votes.

At any rate, the working class has always had to prove its maturity for political freedom

by a successful revolutionary uprising of the masses. Only when Divine Right on the

throne and the best and noblest men of the nation actually felt the calloused fist of the
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proletariat on their eyes and its knee on their chests, only then did they feel confidence

in the political “maturity” of the people, and felt it with the speed of lightning. Today, it

is the proletarian woman’s turn to make the capitalist state conscious of her maturity.

This is done through a constant, powerful mass movement which has to use all  the

means of proletarian struggle and pressure.

Women’s suffrage is the goal. But the mass movement to bring it about is not a job

for women alone, but is a common class concern for women and men of the proletariat.

Germany’s present lack of rights for women is only one link in the chain of the reaction

that shackles the people’s lives. And it is closely connected with the other pillar of the

reaction: the monarchy. In advanced capitalist, highly industrialized, twentieth-century

Germany, in the age of electricity and airplanes, the absence of women’s political rights

is as much a reactionary remnant of the ‘dead past as the reign by Divine Right on the

throne. Both phenomena-the instrument of heaven as the leading political power, and

woman, demure by the fireside, unconcerned with the storms of public life, with politics

and class struggle-both phenomena have their roots in the rotten circumstances of the

past, in the times of serfdom in the country and guilds in the towns. In those times, they

were justifiable and necessary. But both monarchy and women’s lack of rights have

been  uprooted  by  the  development  of  modern  capitalism,  have  become  ridiculous

caricatures. They continue to exist in our modern society, not just because people forgot

to abolish them, not just because of the persistence and inertia of circumstances. No,

they still exist because both-monarchy as well as women without rights-have become

powerful tools of interests inimical to the people. The worst and most brutal advocates

of the exploitation and enslavement of the proletariat are entrenched behind throne

and altar as well as behind the political enslavement of women. Monarchy and women’s

lack of rights have become the most important tools of the ruling capitalist class.

In truth, our state is interested in keeping the vote from working women and from

them alone. It rightly fears they will threaten the traditional institutions of class rule,

for  instance  militarism (of  which  no  thinking  proletarian  woman can  help  being  a

deadly enemy), monarchy, the systematic robbery of duties and taxes on groceries, etc.

Women’s suffrage is a horror and abomination for the present capitalist state because

behind  it  stand  millions  of  women  who  would  strengthen  the  enemy  within,  i.e.,

revolutionary  Social  Democracy.  If  it  were  a  matter  of  bourgeois  ladies  voting,  the

capitalist state could expect nothing but effective support for the reaction. Most of those

bourgeois women who act  like lionesses  in  the struggle  against  “male  prerogatives”

would trot like docile lambs in the camp of conservative and clerical reaction if they had

suffrage. Indeed, they would certainly be a good deal more reactionary than the male

part of their class. Aside from the few who have jobs or professions, the women of the

bourgeoisie do not take part in social production. They are nothing but co-consumers of
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the  surplus  value  their  men  extort  from  the  proletariat.  They  are  parasites  of  the

parasites of the social body. And consumers are usually even more rabid and cruel in

defending  their  “right”  to  a  parasite’s  life  than  the  direct  agents  of  class  rule  and

exploitation. The history of all great revolutionary struggles confirms this in a horrible

way. Take the great French Revolution. After the fall of the Jacobins, when Robespierre

was driven in chains to the place of execution the naked whores of the victory-drunk

bourgeoisie danced in the streets, danced a shameless dance of joy around the fallen

hero of the Revolution. And in 1871, in Paris, when the heroic workers’ Commune was

defeated by machine guns, the raving bourgeois females surpassed even their bestial

men in  their  bloody  revenge against  the  suppressed  proletariat.  The  women of  the

property-owning  classes  will  always  fanatically  defend  the  exploitation  and

enslavement of the working people by which they indirectly receive the means for their

socially useless existence.

Economically  and  socially,  the  women  of  the  exploiting  classes  are  not  an

independent segment of the population.. Their only social function is to be tools of the

natural propagation of the ruling classes. By contrast, the women of the proletariat are

economically independent. They are productive for society like the men. By this I do not

mean their  bringing up children or their housework which helps men support their

families on scanty wages. This kind of work is not productive in the sense of the present

capitalist economy no matter how enormous an achievement the sacrifices and energy

spent, the thousand little efforts add up to. This is but the private affair of the worker,

his happiness and blessing, and for this reason nonexistent for our present society. As

long as  capitalism and the wage  system rule,  only  that  kind  of  work  is  considered

productive  which  produces  surplus  value,  which  creates  capitalist  profit.  From this

point of view, the music-hall dancer whose legs sweep profit into her employer’s pocket

is a productive worker, whereas all the toil of the proletarian women and mothers in the

four walls of their homes is considered unproductive. This sounds brutal and insane,

but corresponds exactly to the brutality and insanity of our present capitalist economy.

And seeing this brutal reality clearly and sharply is the proletarian woman’s first task.

For, exactly from this point of view, the proletarian women’s claim to equal political

rights  is  anchored in  firm economic  ground.  Today,  millions  of  proletarian women

create capitalist profit like men-in factories, workshops, on farms, in home industry,

offices,  stores.  They  are  therefore  productive  in  the  strictest  scientific  sense  of  our

present society. Every day enlarges the hosts of women exploited by capitalism. Every

new progress in industry or technology creates new places for women in the machinery

of capitalist profiteering. And thus, every day and every step of industrial progress adds

a new stone to the firm foundation of women’s equal political rights. Female education

and  intelligence  have  become  necessary  for  the  economic  mechanism  itself.  The
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narrow,  secluded  woman  of  the  patriarchal  “family  circle”  answers  the  needs  of

industry and commerce as little as those of politics. It is true, the capitalist state has

neglected its duty even in this respect. So far, it is the unions and the Social Democratic

organizations that have done most to awaken the minds and moral sense of women.

Even  decades  ago,  the  Social  Democrats  were  known  as  the  most  capable  and

intelligent German workers. Likewise, unions and Social Democracy have today lifted

the women of the proletariat out of their stuffy, narrow existence, out of the miserable

and  petty  mindlessness  of  household  managing.  The  proletarian  class  struggle  has

widened their  horizons,  made their  minds flexible,  developed their  thinking,  shown

them great goals for their efforts. Socialism has brought about the mental rebirth of the

mass  of  proletarian  women-and  thereby  has  no  doubt  also  made  them  capable

productive workers for capital.

Considering all this, the proletarian woman’s lack of political rights is a vile injustice,

and the more so for being by now at least half a lie. After all, masses of women take an

active part in political life. However, Social Democracy does not use the argument of

“injustice.” This is the basic difference between us and the earlier sentimental, utopian

socialism. We do not  depend on the justice  of  the  ruling  classes,  but  solely  on the

revolutionary power of the working masses and on the course of social development

which prepares the ground for this power. Thus, injustice by itself is certainly not an

argument  with  which  to  overthrow  reactionary  institutions.  If,  however,  there  is  a

feeling of injustice in large segments of society – says Friedrich Engels, the co-founder

of scientific socialism – it is always a sure sign that the economic bases of the society

have  shifted  considerably,  that  the  present  conditions  contradict  the  march  of

development.  The present forceful  movement of  millions of  proletarian women who

consider their lack of political rights a crying wrong is such an infallible sign, a sign that

the social bases of the reigning system are rotten and that its days are numbered.

A hundred years ago, the Frenchman Charles Fourier, one of the first great prophets

of socialist ideals, wrote these memorable words: In any society, the degree of female

emancipation is the natural measure of the general emancipation.[B] This is completely

true for our present society. The current mass struggle for women’s political rights is

only an expression and a part of the proletariat’s general struggle for liberation. In this

lies its strength and its future. Because of the female proletariat, general, equal, direct

suffrage  for  women  would  immensely  advance  and  intensify  the  proletarian  class

struggle. This is why bourgeois society abhors and fears women’s suffrage. And this is

why we want and will achieve it. Fighting for women’s suffrage, we will also hasten the

coming of the hour when the present society falls in ruins under the hammer strokes of

the revolutionary proletariat.
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[A]  The  “women’s  section”  had  been  instituted  in  1902  by  the  Prussian  Minister  von
Hammerstein. According to this  disposition, a special  section of the room was reserved for
women at political meetings.

[B] Though Rosa Luxemburg could not have known it, Karl Marx cites these same words in the
third of the Economic and Philosophical Manuscnpis of 1844  when he discusses the
nature of communist society.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 3.12.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: Women's Suffrage and Class Struggle (1912) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1912/05/12.htm

6 of 6 9/20/2018, 9:34 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

(1912)

First Published:

Source: New International, July 1942, pp.184-186.

Translated: (from the German) E. Lund

Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins

Copyleft: Luxemburg Internet Archive (marxists.org) 2004. Permission is granted to copy

and/or distribute this document under the terms of the GNU Free Documentation License.

The Reichstag elections of 1912 were viewed by the German liberal bourgeoisie as an
important test of strength against the Kaiser and his landowner-militarist support.
Though not able to control the executive branch of the government, the Reichstag
had  authority  to  legislate  on  questions  of  such  first-rate  importance  to  the
bourgeoisie as the budget, taxes and tariffs. With the help of the Social Democracy,
the bourgeois Liberals hoped to establish their control over the financial affairs of the
Reich.

The leaders of the Social Democratic Party were only too willing to cooperate in such
a “People’s Front” against reaction. They entered into electoral agreements whereby
they  pledged  mutual  support  wherever  either  of  them  was  confronted  by  a
reactionary candidate in the run-offs.

Rosa Luxemburg subjected this attempt to blur class lines into a revealing analysis.
In the following article she sums up the lessons of the “People’s Front” bloc.

For almost two years now, the life  of  the Social  Democracy has been tuned for the

Reichstag elections. That great event is now passed and we can make a survey of the

general situation. Has an entirely new situation been created by the elections, which

promises new political prospects and perhaps even demands a change in the tactics

hitherto pursued by the party? One would almost believe this from a reading of the

Liberal sheets.  A triumphant jubilation and intoxicated joy runs through the Liberal
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press: the Black and Blue bloc [Bloc of right wing parties, representing the monarchists. militarists, church hierarchy, etc.] has

been defeated, an oppositional majority of the Left has been created against the junker-

Clerical reaction in the Reichstag, and all this – a result of the presentation of a firm

front of the liberal bourgeoisie against the Right! The mutual electoral support of the

Liberals  and  the  Social  Democrats,  so  they  put  it,  has  brought  about  this  sudden

fundamental change in the political situation.

Germany’s political heavens would really resound with the music of the liberal violins

if only the alliance of the workers’ party and the bourgeoisie in the Reichstag would ever

become a lasting one. These melodies may not sound bad, particularly to the ears of

that handful of peculiar enthusiasts in our own ranks who have for some time hoped for

a  decisive  change  in  the  German  political  scene  as  a  result  of  a  “great  bloc  from

Basserman  [Leader  of  right  wing  bourgeois  Liberals.]  to  Bebel,”  and  have  prophesied  the  happy

resurrection  of  a  liberalism  now  generally  believed  to  be  dead.  The  present

resurrection, proclaimed with self-intoxication, is also, alas, nothing but a big humbug.

This happy belief, which even impressed many a social democrat with its braggadocio,

could only arise in the first intoxication of victory.

“Facts and figures, facts and figures!” as Mr. Bounderby in Dickens’ Hard Times

would put it. What does the legend of the manly virtues of liberalism look like in the

light of figures and facts? In the general election the right wing of liberalism won only

four seats while the left wing won none. With this, the situation of 1903 returned to

normal again and the first established fact is this: liberalism, as an independent party

standing on its own strength, no longer exists. The proud champion with whom Social-

Democracy is to ride into battle arm in arm can continue to live only by the grace of

either the Social-Democracy or of the reactionaries. Then came the run-off elections

and now the real heroic deeds of liberalism began. Only in Bavaria and in the Reich

provinces do the liberal voters generally follow the slogan, “the front against the Right”

in the first two run-off elections. What, however, was their position throughout the rest

of the country? In the first run-off election, the Peoples Party delivered sixteen districts

to the reactionaries. The National Liberals did the same in two districts. In the second

run-off,  the  Peoples  Party  handed  over  two  districts  to  the  anti-Semites.  With  the

exception of Cologne and Heilbronn, the liberal voters divided in such a way that a

small  part  voted  for  the  Social-Democracy  and  the  greater  number  went  over  to

reaction and stabbed the Social-Democracy in the back. The fact that we still won such

a large number of seats in the second run-off election was possible because we still had

reserves to bring to the polls and particularly because we already had taken such a lead

in the first elections as to prevent the liberal traitors from causing us a worse disaster.

And exactly the same, yes, worse, occurred in the third run-off; in every district where

we won, the “progressives,” just like the National Liberals, went over in their majorities
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to  the camp of  reaction.  For  example,  of  the  11,000 Progressive  votes  in  Potsdam-

Osthavelland, 1,200 went to the Social-Democracy and 6,200 to the Reichs Party! Our

victory  would  also  have  been  impossible  on  this  election  day  had  not  the  general

election given us such a strong preponderance. Only a very few districts did the liberal

votes which we received counter-balance that given to the reactionaries.

The difference in the results of the last two run-off elections in comparison to the first

is not due to the liberals taking, after many a stumble, to the difficult path of virtue and

decisively  marching  forward.  It  explains  itself  as  being  due  to  a  much  simpler

circumstance. The clever strategy of the government sent those districts in which the

Social-Democracy was weakest to the firing line first, while on the last two election days

the Social-Democracy stood in the lead as the strongest party  from the outset.  The

legend of the great rescuing electoral  help of  the Liberals for  Social-Democracy can

therefore only be peddled by the Progressives, who have every reason in the world to

bamboozle everybody, themselves included. Not thanks to the help of the Liberals, but

despite their betrayals did we win so many seats. It was with our own strength that we

won where the Progressives and National Liberals opposed us and it as generally due to

our own strength where we won over reaction. Our own 4,250,000 voters, the Social-

Democratic masses, carried our banners victoriously from the first attack to the last

run-off against the opposition of the reactionaries and the treachery of the liberals.

It  is  well  understood that  it  may  be  in  the  interests  of  the  Liberal  politicians  to

conceal these facts. Were the Social-Democracy, however, to support the Liberal legend

it would be guilty of the gravest error of a political strategist – the underestimation of

your own strength. The Social-Democracy has gained its greatest victory with its own

strength, a  strength created by  the proletarian class struggle,  more self-reliant than

ever, and in opposition to all the bourgeois parties. And it would be an injustice to the

enthusiastic  masses  of  proletarians who streamed to us in the millions,  were we to

belittle this victory, their victory, by giving it an insane interpretation in the sense that

the liberals do. It is true that on our part we apparently momentarily blurred the clear

lines of the main struggle and helped to pull up the legend of a brotherhood in arms

with the liberals and of their heroic deeds. This resulted in the first place, from a too

active solicitation of Liberal support on the part of our central organ, then, during the

whole  run-off  campaign,  in  which  our  leading  bodies  advanced in  unison  with  the

Liberals, a little too vociferously the slogan “against the Black and Blue bloc.”

Now, however, a cool examination of the facts shows that we fought and conquered,

from beginning to end, with our own strength and that the help from the Liberals was,

on the whole, an illusion. It reveals itself in the end to have been an entirely negative

virtue  in  that  every  last  Liberal  vote  was  not  cast  for  the  reaction  and against  us.

Granted  that  a  victory  would  have  been  impossible  in  some  of  the  closely  fought
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districts if the Liberals would have gone over to reaction in their entirety. But is that a

merit to be marked to their credit and made the basis of a reliable alliance when one

examines the relationship of forces from party to party? The loose, undisciplined troop

of Liberal voters, the majority of whom will go over to reaction every time, are no army

with  which  reaction  can  be  defeated.  “Out  of  pap  I  cannot  bake  a  sword,”  sings

Siegfried. And as the Liberals, the Progressives included, despite the official election

slogans  of  their  parties,  rendered  throughout  in  their  majorities,  reinforcements  to

reaction, the latter, in turn, gave them powerful support. Regardless of what fables the

bards  of  the  newest  heroic  epic  of  liberalism may  originate,  the  fact  remains:  The

Conservatives and anti-Semites helped the Progressives to victory over us in a dozen

districts  and  the  National  Liberals  in  another  dozen.  In  still  other  districts  their

assistance was defeated by the overwhelming power of the Social-Democracy.

Thus  has  liberalism  completely  confirmed  its  inherent  wretchedness  and  its

homogeneity with reaction in this election as before. And so about the only real result of

the glorious alliance of Liberalism and Social-Democracy that remains is by all means

the undoubted fact that the masses of Social-Democratic voters saved for the Reichstag

some dozen deputies of the Liberal brand who would otherwise have been swept away

in the flood.

And it  would be a wonder if  all  of  this  had turned out differently.  Parliamentary

checker-board moves and election strategy cannot alter  historical  facts,  banish class

interests, or bridge class contradictions. The development of Germany on the basis of

monopoly capitalism which has progressed in recent years with great force and at a

dizzying  pace,  and the imperialist  epoch of  world  politics,  which  has  recently  been

ushered in with a beating of  drums,  cannot be gotten rid of  through parliamentary

tricks. Its iron logic leads to an ever deeper division of bourgeois society, and its iron

step stamps out  mercilessly the remains of  what  calls  itself  bourgeois progress  and

bourgeois Liberalism. A resurrection of Liberalism in Germany for common action with

the Social-Democracy against reaction – entirely excluded now in the era of growing

capitalism can, therefore, only be the dream of a fool or a piece of outright fakery. These

wooden nickels can only be passed off as genuine coins by those who are interested in

confusing the class consciousness of the proletariat.

Liberal  organs  of  the  type  of  the  Berliner  Tageblatt  and  politicians  like  Herr

Hausmann may perform joyous somersaults on the ruins of the Black and Blue bloc and

triumphantly hoist the flag of the “United Left” – that Left which is to encompass in its

majority  the  same  National  Liberal  Party  which  the  Berliner  Tageblatt  only

yesterday, in an enlightened moment, called “a fallen woman.” The Social-Democracy

cannot  build  its  hopes  and  plans  of  battle  on  the  “fallen  women”  of  bourgeois

Liberalism. On the contrary, it must say to itself with sober understanding: The parties
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of the Black and Blue bloc are defeated, but the politics of the Black and Blue

Bloc continue to rule. The next military bill will show that the Social-Democracy is still

the only foe of reaction, as before. Who, however, is for militarism and imperialism is

also for the indirect taxes and tariffs that are as much a part of it as B follows A. The

unanimous majority of the bourgeois parties on the military and colonial question will,

at most, be shaken on the tariff and tax questions by a family quarrel over the larger

and smaller fig-leaf of the inheritance tax that is supposed to hide the plunder of the

toiling masses. The questions of militarism and imperialism are at the central axis of

political life today. In them, and not in the question of a responsible ministry, lies the

key to the political situation. And from this viewpoint, the result of the great electoral

battle for us is the understanding that the political situation remains the same, it has

only ripened. We cannot expect a decline of capitalism, but, rather, a mighty upswing,

and with it, a growing sharpening of the class contradictions. And flowing from this, we

have as the situation in the Reichstag, not the opposition of the “Right” to the “Left,”

but, now as before, the old opposition of the bourgeois parties as a whole to the Social-

Democracy. To bring this to the consciousness of the masses as sharply as possible, in

opposition to the Liberal falsifiers of history, that is the first pressing task of our party.

A new and important factor and, in this sense, a new situation, has, to be sure, been

created by the last election, This is the unexampled increase in the Social-Democracy as

a result  of  the  sharp class developments  and as  a  bearer  of  the  revolutionary class

struggle. Such an increase of strength lays duties upon our party. Not to utilize the great

increase in the number of our supporters to gain new conquests for the class-conscious

proletariat, to further advance the cause of socialism, would make us unworthy of the

victory.

Rosa Luxemburg
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I: THE NEW SITUATION

For almost two years the activities of the Social-Democratic Party were geared mainly

to the Reichstag elections. The great event is now behind us, and we can review the

overall  situation.  Have  the  Reichstag  elections  created  a  completely  new  situation

which holds new political prospects and perhaps demands a change in the tactics that

our party has employed until now? Reading the liberal papers, one might almost think

so. For the liberal press is filled with victory exultations and joyful ecstasy: the Blue-

Black Block has been beaten, an oppositional Leftist majority has been returned to the

Reichstag over the Junker-clerical reaction, and all this is a result of the determined

liberal-bourgeois front against the Right! The mutual assistance of liberalism and Social

Democracy  on  the  second  and  third  ballots,  it  is  said,  has  brought  about  this

fundamental change in the political situation. Now let the liberals in Germany indulge

themselves  in  the  pleasant  anticipation  that  the  fraternal  covenant  between  the

workers’ party and the bourgeoisie in the Reichstag will become a permanent one. This

diet  might  not  seem a bad one,  especially  to the palates of  the  handful  of  peculiar

enthusiasts within our own ranks, who for a considerable time have hoped that a ‘great

block’  ranging ‘from Bassermann to  Bebel’  would bring  about  a  decisive  change  in

German politics, and who have prophesied a joyous resurrection of a liberalism once

generally supposed to be dead. Unfortunately, this loudly self-proclaimed resurrection
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of bourgeois liberalism is again nothing more than a great humbug. The joyful faith that

liberalism’s boasts have inspired in many Social Democrats could only thrive in the first

delirium of victory.

‘Figures and facts, facts and figures!’ as Mister Gradgrind in Dickens’s Hard Times

would say. How does the legend of the manly virtue of liberalism appear in the light of

figures and facts? On the first ballot, its Left wing gained zero mandates, its Right wing

4. This signified a return to the situation of 1903, the normal situation, and the primary

fact  established  here  is  this:  liberalism no  longer  exists  on  its  own  strength  as  an

independent  political  party.  The  brave  warrior  with  whom,  arm  in  arm,  Social

Democracy is supposed to challenge the century, can itself exist only by the grace of

Social Democracy or of the Reaction.

Then  came  the  second  ballot  and  liberalism’s  real  heroic  deeds  began.  Only  in

Bavaria and in the Imperial Provinces [Alsace-Lorraine] did the masses of liberal voters

generally  stand by the slogan,  ‘the front against  the right’,  on the second and third

ballots. And how did they vote in the rest of the Reich? On the day of the first ballot, the

People’s Party handed over sixteen constituencies to the Reaction, and the National

Liberals  did  the  same  in  two  constituencies.  On  the  day  of  the  second  ballot,  the

People’s Party unhesitatingly played two constituencies into the anti-Semites’ hands;

except for Cologne and Heilbronn, the liberal voters in virtually all the other districts

scattered in such a way that though a small number did vote for Social Democracy, a far

greater number went over to the Reaction, and fell upon Social Democracy from the

rear. If we were able, nevertheless, to win such a great number of mandates on the

second ballot, this was ultimately possible only because we brought other reserves to

the polling-booths, and particularly because on the first ballot we had already gained a

lead sufficiently large that not even the liberal turncoats were able to trip us up. And the

same thing, only worse, happened on the day of the third ballot: in every constituency

in  which  we  were  victorious,  the  majority  of  progressives  and  of  National  Liberals

defected  to  the  camp  of  Reaction.  Of  the  11,000  progressive  votes  in  Potsdam-

Osthavelland, for example, 1,200 fell to Social Democracy and 6,200 to the Reich Party!

On  this  ballot,  too,  our  victory  would  have  been  impossible  without  the  heavy

preponderance of our voters from the first ballot. In very few constituencies did the

liberal  votes that  we received in the last  two ballots  outweigh the liberal  votes that

strengthened the Reaction against us.

That the results of the last two ballots were so different in comparison with those of

the first ballot is thus not rooted in facts such as that the liberal troops, after making a

few  blunders,  resolutely  marched  forward  along  the  austere  road  of  virtue.  This

phenomenon can be explained by the much more simple fact that the government’s

wise  strategy  was  to  bring  its  big  guns  to  bear  first  of  all  on  precisely  those
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constituencies  in  which  it  was  in  the  stronger  position  vis-a-vis  Social  Democracy,

where the government, as the strongest party, was in the lead from the outset in the

run-off elections of the last two days. The legend of the great saving electoral assistance

rendered to Social Democracy by the liberals can thus be traded on by the progressives

who have every  reason to  delude themselves  and the  world.  It  was  not  due to  the

liberals’  assistance,  but  in spite of  the  betrayal  by the liberal  masses,  that so many

mandates fell to us. Our own strength carried us to victory where we were opposed by

progressives  and  by  National  Liberals,  and  in  the  final  analysis  our  own  strength

generally carried us to victory wherever the Reaction opposed us. Our own 4½ million

voters, the Social-Democratic masses, triumphantly carried our banners from their first

powerful onslaught right up to the last ballot, ignoring the Reaction’s resistance and the

liberals’ betrayal.

It  may  be  in  the  interests  of  the  liberal  politicians  to  conceal  these  facts.  Social

Democracy, by contrast,  would be guilty of  the political  fighter’s  greatest  mistake –

underestimating  its  own power  – were  it  to  lend its  support  to this  liberal  legend.

Drawing  on  its  own power,  which  is  more  independent  than  ever,  drawing  on  the

primeval  historical  strength  of  the  proletarian  class  struggle,  and  borne  by  its

opposition to all  bourgeois parties,  Social  Democracy won its  great victory.  And we

would be doing an injustice to the enthusiastic proletarian masses who thronged to us

in their millions if we were to diminish victory, their victory, by falsely interpreting it

according to the liberals’ wish. Admittedly there have been those on our side who have

for the moment confused the clearly drawn line of the main struggle, and who have

helped to exaggerate the legend of  the liberals  as our comrades-in-arms and of the

liberals’  acts  of  valour. But  this  was  done by means of  a somewhat  too industrious

attempt to court liberal support on the part of our central organ, and then in the run-off

campaign  by  means  of  the  slogan,  ‘against  Blue-Black  Block’,  which  our  leading

officials, in consonance with the liberals, declaimed somewhat too loudly. A detached

examination of the results, however, reveals that from beginning to end we fought and

won on our own strength, and that for the most part the liberals’ assistance was an

optical illusion. In the end it turned out to be merely a negative virtue consisting in the

fact that a very few liberal voters did not vote against us and for right-wing reactionary

candidates.  To  be sure,  our  victory  in  many  of  the  closely  contested constituencies

would have been prevented had all the liberals gone over to the Reaction. But if one

examines the power relationships from party to party, is this a service which can be

attributed to and praised as the foundation of a reliable relationship between brothers-

in-arms? The inconsistent, undisciplined mass of liberal voters, the majority of whom

could go over to the Reaction at any time, is not an army with which the Reaction can

be defeated. ‘No sword will I forge from pap,’ sings Siegfried. And if the majority of

liberals  – the progressives included – ordinarily  gave the Reaction a  helping hand,
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despite  their  parties’  electoral  slogans,  they  were  also  strongly  supported  by  the

Reaction. This is an established fact – no matter what songs the bards of liberalism may

sing  about  their  latest  epic  of  heroism.  Conservatives  and  anti-Semites  helped  the

progressives to beat us in a dozen constituencies. In a further dozen, their attempts at

lending  them  a  helping  hand  were  beaten  back  by  the  superior  power  of  Social

Democracy.

Thus  the  inner  wretchedness  of  bourgeois  liberalism,  as  well  as  its  intimate

connection with the Reaction, has been reaffirmed admirably in this election. And thus

the sole actual result of the glorious brothers-in-arms relationship between the liberals

and  Social  Democracy  is  the  certainty  that  the  masses  of  Social-Democratic  voters

saved from the deluge a few dozen deputies of this liberal species for the Reichstag.

It  would  be  a  miracle  if  all  this  had  happened  in  any  other  way.  Parliamentary

manoeuvres and electoral strategies cannot change historical facts, conjure away class

interests  and  bridge  class  conflicts.  The  development  of  large-scale  capitalism  in

Germany,  which  in  recent  years  has  proceeded  powerfully  and  with  such  dizzying

speed,  and the imperialist  age of  global  politics,  which has just arrived with drums

beating and trumpets sounding, will not be eliminated by any cunning parliamentary

device.  Their  brazen  logic,  however,  does  lead  to  an  increasing  fragmentation  of

bourgeois  society,  and  their  brazen  stride  is  trampling  clown  mercilessly  the  last

remnants of what is called bourgeois liberalism and bourgeois progress. The notion of a

resurrection of  bourgeois liberalism in Germany for purposes of  a joint action with

Social Democracy against the Reaction – and the idea that it could happen now, in the

age of  growing imperialism – is  nothing more than a foolish dream, nothing but a

counterfeit.  Only  those  who  have  an  interest  in  confusing  the  proletariat’s  class-

consciousness could pass off this piece of tin as real money.

Let  those  who  have  such  an  interest,  namely  liberal  organs  of  the  type  of  the

Berliner  Tageblatt,  or  politicians  such  as  Herr  Haussmann,  jump  for  joy  and

triumphantly hoist the banner of the united Left over the debris of the Blue-Black Block

– this is the ‘Left’  whose majority is supposed to include the same National Liberal

Party which only yesterday the Berliner Tageblatt itself, in a lucid moment, called ‘a

fallen maiden’. Social Democracy cannot base its hopes and its battle strategy on the

‘fallen  maidens’  of  bourgeois  liberalism.  Instead  it  must  say  to  itself  in  sober

recognition:  the  Blue-Black  parties  have  been  beaten,  but  Blue-Black  politics  still

predominate.  The  next  military  bill  will  show  that  in  the  new  Reichstag  social

Democracy will be just as isolated as ever in its opposition to the Reaction. However, if

one  is  in  favour  of  militarism and imperialism,  one  must  also  be  iii  favour  of  the

indirect taxation and tariffs which are a part of these, in the same way that ‘b’ follows

‘a’.  The united  majority  of  the  bourgeois  parties  on military  and colonial  questions
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might at best be shaken somewhat by a domestic controversy on questions of taxation

and tariffs; the controversy might well revolve around a larger or smaller loophole in

the inheritance tax law intended to conceal the robbery of the mass of working people.

The questions of militarism and imperialism today represent the central axis around

which political life revolves. In these questions and not, for example, in the question of

ministerial responsibility, lies the key to the political situation. And, considered from

this point of view, the result of the great election campaign, as far as we are concerned,

is the knowledge that the political situation has remained the same, except in so far as it

has grown even riper. We must be prepared not for a decline but for a mighty upswing

of imperialism and thus an increase in class conflicts. And, accordingly, the dominant

feature of the situation in the new Reichstag is not an antithesis between ‘Right’ and

‘Left’,  but,  as before, the old antithesis between all the bourgeois parties and Social

Democracy. To make the masses of the people aware of this as acutely as is humanly

possible – and this in opposition to all the drivel of liberal-historical falsification – this

is the primary, urgent task of our party.

An important new state of affairs, and in this sense a new situation, has of course

been created by the last  elections.  This is  the unique growth of  Social  Democracy’s

power, the product of the acute class development and of the party’s role as the pillar of

the revolutionary proletarian class struggle. Such an increase in power imposes certain

obligations on our party. If we did not use the enormous growth of the masses of our

supporters to gain new conquests for the class-conscious proletariat,  to advance the

cause of socialism, then we would prove ourselves unworthy of victory.

II: OUR TASKS

The primary concern of liberal politicians after the great election campaign is naturally

the world-shaking question: who shall be President of the Reichstag? But for a party

such as Social Democracy, whose power lies not in parliament, nor in parliamentary

manoeuvres  and  back-room  string-pulling,  but  outside  in  the  mass  of  44  million

people, the post of president in a bourgeois parliament constituted by a three-quarters

majority, which we oppose as vigorously as possible on all vital questions concerning

the people, is a matter of sincere indifference. If this post even brings us into conflict

with our republican principles, we can let it be stolen from us by some liberal. specialist

in parliamentary pomposity. We will best serve the needs of the hungry and enslaved

millions who have placed their hopes in us, who have given us their trust, if we acquire

positions of real power, not decorative sham posts, in a parliament in which we do not

have  a  majority.  And  our  party  can  create  for  itself  a  position  of  real  power  in

parliament only if it applies thoroughgoing, vigorous and resolute battle tactics. As the
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strongest party by far in the Reich, we are obliged to change over to the offensive all

along the line, thus making the interests and demands of the millions standing behind

us the focus of political life.

Our first urgent task, then, is to continue the struggle for the right to vote in Prussia.

It will soon be two years since we deferred our great mass actions designed to conquer

the democratic  franchise  in  Prussia  in  order  to  concentrate  all  our  strength on the

Reichstag elections. Now the elections are past,  victory is ours and this very victory

obliges us to resume with redoubled force the mass actions aimed at taking the three-

class  parliament  by  storm.  The  Prussian  three-class  franchise  must  collapse  like  a

rotten  hulk  before  the  Social-Democratic  victory  parade  of  universal  suffrage

throughout  the Reich.  It  is  now up  to  us  to  summon the power  of  the  proletarian

masses who will complete the work of dismantling this political class stronghold.

It is also imperative, however, that we take the offensive in the Reichstag against our

main  enemy –  Imperialism.  The  first  great  controversy  between  our  parliamentary

party and German imperialism, fought on the basis of the Moroccan Affair, showed that

our parliamentary tactics against this enemy do not yet possess the necessary finesse.

Since the struggle against imperialism played such a prominent role in the elections

and found such unqualified agreement among the masses of  people  throughout  the

Reich,  we  are  obliged  to  oppose  imperialism  in  the  Reichstag  with  extreme

thoroughness and unrelenting principle. We must now give battle on all fronts in the

Reichstag  to  the  nationalistic  clap-trap  that  dogged  our  every  step  in  the  election

campaign and that lurks in militarism, naval policy,  colonialism, threats of war and

personal rule. The best opportunity of doing this would be to ward off the impending

new military and naval bills with a draft of a bill for the abolition of the standing army

and  for  the  implementation  of  the  militia  system.  If  we  were  to  press  our  old

programme demands in their full scope and in all their consequences, we would bring

about a fundamental debate between us on the one hand and imperialism and all its

manifestations on the other. This confrontation would lend a mighty echo in parliament

to  the  consciousness  and  outlook  of  the  millions  who  have  just  spoken  with  their

ballots.

To protect the threatened right to vote for the Reichstag, we are called upon to mount

a powerful attack. The best defence is offence. Social Democracy will attack effectively

in  the  form of  a  proposal  for  the  full  democratization  of  the  right  to  vote  for  the

Reichstag. The party cannot content itself with joining up with the liberals to demand a

redistribution of the constituencies, but must advance all its programmatic demands

concerning the right to vote. This includes the demand for female suffrage and civic

rights for all persons of age. Our young women and our young men under the age of

twenty-five  have  contributed  so  much  towards  the  illustrious  victory  of  Social
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Democracy that they have proved their political maturity, have earned their political

declaration of maturity.

Also the question of the masses’ daily bread, which was at the centre of the election

campaign, must be the cause for a powerful attack. The 44 million Social-Democratic

votes are the cry of a multitude: ‘Away with tariffs on foodstuffs, away with indirect

taxes!’ Our parliamentary party must make this cry of the starving masses heard in the

Reichstag. A speedy proposal for the repeal of all duties and taxes on foodstuffs is a

compelling reminder of our parliamentary duty.

And finally, the great tasks await us in the area of social policy. The huge masses of

supporters, as well as the masses of people who are three times as numerous, that are

standing behind us now, expect positive work from us. Positive work not merely in the

sense that permeates all our activities of enlightenment, but also in the narrower sense

of  an  energetic  struggle  for  reforms  in  social  policy.  As  the  strongest  party  in  the

German Reichstag we are clearly obliged to free ourselves from the defensive role which

we have long had to play in order to resist the relentless and inflammatory attacks of

the Reaction. The Reaction’s intrigues against the workers’ right to organize can most

successfully  be  thwarted  by  a  forcible  Social-Democratic  offensive.  And  here  the

demand of our party programme that represents the cornerstone of our whole modern

social policy – the statutory eight-hour day – presents itself.

For  years  the  Social-Democratic  parliamentary  party  has  not  introduced  a  bill

relating  to  this  matter.  Our  last  effort  in  this  direction  was  to  demand  that  the

government submit a bill for the implementation of the ten-hour working day, to be

reduced gradually to the eight-hour day. It is evident that Social Democracy’s present

position of power requires much more energetic action; it must introduce its own bill

for the implementation of the eight-hour day. Such a bill will enable us to speak most

sincerely to the proletarian multitudes who have rejoined us after formerly supporting

the Centre Party. This bill will also best enable us to promote our trade unions who

played such a full part in our electoral victory and who are now entitled to reap the

benefits of this victory. Furthermore, there could not be a more favourable economic

situation than  the  present  one  to  start  a  broad agitation  for  the  eight-hour  day  in

parliament  and  in  the  country.  We  are  living  in  a  period  of  marked  industrial

prosperity.  The harnessing of  large-scale production in the two leading branches of

industry, coal and iron; the high import and export figures that Germany has attained

in the past year; the increased capitalization of the banks and the great corporations;

the great amounts of dividends – all these show that capital is again reaping a golden

harvest. This favourable economic situation, together with the huge growth of Social

Democracy’s power, must be transformed into energetic action for the eight-hour day.

This action requires a parliamentary offensive; our parliamentary party must be the
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spokesman, the mouthpiece of a great mass agitation in the whole Reich.

This offensive must take place all along the line: in the struggle for the right to vote in

Prussia, in the struggle against imperialism, in the struggle for cheap bread and in the

positive work of social policy! Like our electoral victory, the resoluteness and keenness

of our parliamentary and extra-parliamentary action must be exemplary. Let us not

speculate on the grotesque possibilities of forming a coalition with the wretched liberal

mandate-chasers. Instead, let us pursue the independent, bold and fundamental tactics

of class struggle,  for this  is  how we must demonstrate to the International how the

proletariat can exploit parliamentary means to achieve the ultimate revolutionary goal

of Social Democracy.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 3.12.2008
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In the middle of the wildest orgies of imperialism, the world holiday of the proletariat is

repeating itself for the twenty-fourth time. What has taken place in the quarter of a

century since the epoch-making decision to celebrate May Day is an immense part of

the historical path. When the May demonstration made its debut, the vanguard of the

International, the German working class, was breaking the chains of a shameful law of

exception and setting out on the path of a free, legal development. The period of the

long depression on the world market since the crash of the 1870s had been overcome,

and the capitalist economy had just begun a phase of splendid growth which would last

nearly a decade. At the same time, after twenty years of unbroken peace, the world

breathed a sigh of relief, remembering the period of war in which the modern European

state  system had received its  bloody  baptism.  The  path  seemed free  for  a  peaceful

cultural development; illusions, hopes of a reasonable, pacific discussion between labor

and capital grew abundantly like green corn in the ranks of socialism. Propositions like

“to  hold  out  the  open  hand to  the  good will”  marked  the  beginning  of  the  1890s;

promises of  an imperceptible “gradual move into socialism” marked its  end.  Crises,

wars, and revolution were supposed to have been things of the past, the baby shoes of

modern society; parliamentarism and unions, democracy in the state and democracy in

the factory were supposed to open the doors of a new, better order.

The course of events has submitted all of these illusions to a fearful test. At the end of

the 1890s, in place of  the promised, smooth, social-reforming cultural development,
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began  a  period  of  the  most  violent  and  acute  sharpening  of  the  capitalistic

contradictions – a storm and stress, a crashing and colliding, a wavering and quaking in

the foundations of the society. In the following decade, the ten-year period of economic

prosperity was paid for by two violent world crises. After two decades of world peace, in

the last decade of the past century followed six bloody wars, and in the first decade of

the new century four bloody revolutions. Instead of the social  reforms – conspiracy

laws,  penal  laws,  and penal  praxis;  instead of  industrial  democracy  – the powerful

concentration  of  capital  in  cartels  and  business  associations,  and  the  international

practice of gigantic lock-outs. And instead of the new growth of democracy in the state

– a miserable breakdown of the last remnants of bourgeois liberalism and bourgeois

democracy. Specifically in the case of Germany the fate of the bourgeois parties since

the 1890s has brought: the rise and immediate, hopeless dissolution of the National

Socialists; the split of the “radical” opposition and the reunification of its splinters in

the morass of the reaction; and finally the transformation of the “center” from a radical

peoples’ party to a conservative governmental party. The shifting in the development of

the  parties  was  similar  in  other  capitalist  countries.  In  general,  the  revolutionary

working class sees itself today standing alone, opposed to a closed, hostile reaction of

the ruling classes and their malicious tricks.

The sign under which this whole development, both economic and political, has been

consummated, the formula back to which its results point, is imperialism. This is no

new element, no unexpected turn in the general historical path of the capitalist society.

Armaments and wars, international contradictions and colonial politics accompany the

history of  capitalism from its  cradle.  It  is  the most extreme intensification of  these

elements,  a drawing together, a gigantic storming of these contradictions which has

produced a new epoch in the course of modern society. In a dialectical interaction, both

cause  and  effect  of  the  immense  accumulation  of  capital  and  the  heightening  and

sharpening of the contradictions which go with it internally, between capital and labor;

externally, between the capitalist states – imperialism has opened the final phase, the

division  of  the  world  by  the  assault  of  capital.  A  chain  of  unending,  exorbitant

armaments on land and on sea in all capitalist countries because of rivalries; a chain of

bloody wars which have spread from Africa to Europe and which at any moment could

light the spark which would become a world fire; moreover, for years the uncheckable

specter of inflation, of mass hunger in the whole capitalist world – all of these are the

signs  under  which  the  world  holiday  of  labor,  after  nearly  a  quarter  of  a  century,

approaches. And each of these signs is a flaming testimony of the living truth and the

power of the idea of May Day.

The brilliant basic idea of May Day is the autonomous, immediate stepping forward

of  the  proletarian masses,  the  political  mass  action of  the  millions  of  workers  who
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otherwise are atomized by the barriers of  the state in the day-to-day parliamentary

affairs,  who  mostly  can  give  expression  to  their  own  will  only  through  the  ballot,

through the election of their representatives. The excellent proposal of the Frenchman

Lavigne at the Paris Congress of the International added to this parliamentary, indirect

manifestation of the will of the proletariat a direct, international mass manifestation:

the strike  as  a  demonstration  and means  of  struggle  for  the  eight-hour  day,  world

peace, and socialism.

And in effect what an upswing this idea, this new form of struggle has taken on in the

last decade! The mass strike has become an internationally recognized, indispensable

weapon of the political struggle. As a demonstration, as a weapon in the struggle, it

returns again in innumerable forms and gradations in all countries for nearly fifteen

years.  As  a  sign of  the  revolutionary  reanimation of  the  proletariat  in  Russia,  as  a

tenacious means of  struggle in the hands of  the Belgian proletariat,  it  has just  now

proved  its  living  power.  And  the  next,  most  burning  question  in  Germany  –  the

Prussian voting rights – obviously, because of its previous slipshod treatment, points to

a  rising  mass  action  of  the  Prussian  proletariat  up  to  the  mass  strike  as  the  only

possible solution.

No wonder! The whole development, the whole tendency of imperialism in the last

decade leads the international working class to see more clearly and more tangibly that

only  the  personal  stepping forward  of  the  broadest  masses,  their  personal  political

action, mass demonstrations, and mass strikes which must sooner or later open into a

period of revolutionary struggles for the power in the state, can give the correct answer

of the proletariat to the immense oppression of imperialistic policy. In this moment of

armament  lunacy  and war  orgies,  only  the  resolute  will  to  struggle  of  the  working

masses, their capacity and readiness for powerful mass actions, can maintain world

peace and push away the menacing world conflagration. And the more the idea of May

Day, the idea of resolute mass actions as a manifestation of international unity, and as a

means of struggle for peace and for socialism, takes root in the strongest troops of the

International, the German working class, the greater is our guarantee that out of the

world  war  which,  sooner  or  later,  is  unavoidable,  will  come  forth  a  definite  and

victorious struggle between the world of labor and that of capital.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 4.12.2008
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[The May Day article printed below was written by Rosa Luxemburg for May Day, 1913,

a year before the outbreak of the World War. It shows the combination of sensitiveness

to coming events and concern with the methods of meeting them which is characteristic

of  the  highest  kind  of  revolutionary  leadership.  Its  scornful  analysis  of  class

collaboration illusions and portrayal of the nature of the imperialist epoch and the war

danger lend its words a timely ring today.—Editor.]

WHEN  May  Day  demonstrations  were  held  for  the  first  time,  the  vanguard  of  the

International, the German working class, was just at the point of breaking the chains of

a disgraceful Exception Law and of entering upon the path of a free, legal development.

The  period  of  prolonged  depression  in  the  world  market,  since  the  crash  of  the

seventies, had been overcome and capitalist economy had entered directly upon an era

of resplendent development that was to last almost a decade. Likewise the world had

recovered,  after twenty years of  uninterrupted peace, from recollections of  that war

period in which the modern European state system had received its bloody christening.

The path appeared free for a quiet cultural development. Illusions, hopes for a peaceful
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settlement between capital and labor sprouted forth luxuriantly among the ranks of the

Socialists. Proposals to hold out “the open hand to good will” marked the beginning of

the nineties; promises of an inperceptible, “gradual evolution” into Socialism marked

their  end.  Crises,  wars,  and  revolutions  were  considered  outworn  theories,  mere

swaddling clothes of modern society; parliamentarism and trade unionism, democracy

in the State and democracy in the industry were to open the gates to a new and

better order.

The actual course of events played frightful havoc with all these illusions. In place of

the promised mild social-reformist development of culture there has set in since the

end  of  the  nineties  a  period  of  the  most  violent,  extreme  sharpening  of  capitalist

conflicts,  a  period  of  storm  and  stress,  of  crashes  and  turmoil,  of  tottering  and

trembling  in  the  very  foundations  of  society.  The  ten-year  period  of  the  economic

upward curve of  development was  compensated for  in  the following decade by two

world-convulsing crises.  After two decades of world peace there followed in the last

decade of last century six bloody wars and in the first decade of the new century four

bloody revolutions. Instead of social  reforms—sedition bills,  imprisonment bills  and

jailings;  instead  of  industrial  democracy—the  powerful  concentration  of  capital  in

cartels and employers’ associations and the international practice of giant lockouts. And

instead of the new upward development of democracy in the State a miserable collapse

of the  last  remnants  of  bourgeois  liberalism and bourgeois democracy.  In Germany

alone the destinies of the bourgeois parties since the nineties have brought: the rise and

immediate hopeless dissolution of the National Social Party, the break-up of the liberal

opposition and the re-uniting of its fragments in the morass of reaction, and finally the

transformation of the Center from a radical people’s party to a conservative government

party.  And the shifting  in  party  development  in  other  capitalist  countries  has  been

similar. Everywhere the revolutionary working class today sees itself alone confronted

by the compact, hostile reaction of the ruling classes and by their energetic attacks,

which are aimed at them alone.

The “sign” under which this whole development on the economic and political field

has been carried out, the formula according to which its results may be traced back is:

IMPERIALISM. This is not a new element, not an unexpected veering in the general

historical  course  of  capitalist  society.  Military  preparations  and  wars,  international

conflicts and colonial policies have accompanied the history of capital from its cradle. It

is the extreme augmentation of these elements, the concentration and gigantic outburst

of these conflicts, which have resulted in a new epoch in the development of present-

day society.  In dialectic  reciprocal action—at the same time result  and cause of  the

powerful accumulation of capital and of the consequent sharpening and intensifying of

the contradiction between capital and labor within and between the capitalist States
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without—has Imperialism entered upon its final phase, the violent division of the world

by  the  assault  of  capital.  A  chain  of  continual,  unprecedented  competitive  military

preparations on land and sea in all capitalist countries, a chain of bloody wars, which

have spread from Africa to Europe and which any moment may fan the glowing sparks

to a world conflagration; in addition, for years the phantom of the high cost of living, of

mass hunger throughout the whole capitalist world, which can no longer be banished

—these  are  the  “signs”  under  which  labor’s  world  holiday  will  soon  celebrate  the

twenty-fifth  anniversary  of  its  existence.  And  each  of  these  “signs”  is  a  flaming

testimonial to the living truth and power of the ideas of the May Day celebration.

The brilliant main idea of the May Day celebration is the independent action of the

proletarian  masses,  is  the  political  mass  action  of  the  millions  of  workers,  who

otherwise can give expression to their own will only through petty parliamentary action,

separated  by  State  boundaries  and  consisting  for  the  most  part  only  in  voting  for

representatives. The excellent proposal of the Frenchman Lavigne at the international

congress in Paris combined this indirect parliamentary manifestation of the will of the

proletariat with a direct international mass manifestation, the laying down of tools as a

demonstration and fighting tactic for the eight-hour day, world peace, and Socialism.

No wonder the whole development, the aggregate tendency of imperialism in the last

decade  has  been  to  bring  ever  plainer  and  more  tangibly  before  the  eyes  of  the

international working class that only the independent action of the broadest masses,

their own political action, mass demonstrations, mass strikes, which must sooner or

later break forth into a period of revolutionary struggles for State power, can give the

correct answer of the proletariat to the unprecedented pressure of imperialist politics.

At  this  moment  of  frenzied  military  preparations  and  of  war  orgies  it  is  only  the

resolute fighting stand of the working masses, their ability and readiness for powerful

mass action, which still maintains world peace, which can still postpone the threatening

world conflagration. And the more the May Day idea, the idea of resolute mass action as

demonstrations of  international  solidarity and as a fighting tactic  for  peace and for

Socialism even in the strongest section of the International, the German working class,

strikes root,  the greater guaranty we shall have that from the world war, which will

inevitably  take  place  sooner  or  later,  there  will  result  an  ultimately  victorious

settlement between the world of labor and that of capital.

Leipzig, April 30, 1913.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive

Last updated on: 18.04.2009
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In Germany, the problem of the political mass strike was earlier discussed under the

mighty pressure of  the great Russian Revolution of  1905, a revolution in which the

application  of  the  mass  strike  brought  both  defeat  and  victory  to  the  Russian

proletariat.  The  resolution  of  the  Jena  Party  Congress  [September  1905]  was  the

outcome of this discussion. This resolution declared the political mass strike to be a

weapon of the proletariat also applicable in Germany. There followed a period when

debate on this problem subsided. Then in 1910 there was a further spirited discussion

of the political mass strike in connection with our action to secure the right to vote in

Prussia. The mass actions were deliberately suspended and our attention was directed

towards  the  Reichstag  elections  of  1912.  The  mass  strike  again  vanished  from

discussion.  Now we  see  that  the  issue  is  again  being  discussed  in  meetings  and at

regional and district  conferences.  Even the party congress will  not be able to avoid

adopting  a  serious  position  on  the  question.  When  it  is  seen  that  the  mass  strike

arouses the active interest of party comrades, no one will be able to assume that the

entire discussion has been raised by  only a  few supporters of  the mass  strike.  It  is

rooted in the economic situation.  Such discussions always  originate when the party

feels the need to impel the movement to take a significant step forward, and when the

party comrades become aware that we cannot make any headway with the critics who

would write off the whole discussion as a sham perpetrated by a few cranks.
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How and when did this discussion start? In the Wilmersdorf meeting? That is an

error,  but  one  which  can  be  forgiven  those  who  read  only  Vorwärts.  For  it  has

admittedly  made out  that  Comrade  Frank instigated the discussion on the  political

mass strike in the Wilmersdorf meeting. Long before the mass strike was discussed in

Berlin, party comrades in many other places were concerned with it. If it is certain that

the elemental power of the masses has now, for the third time, placed the question of

the political  mass strike on the agenda,  then we must  welcome it  and see in this  a

symptom  of  the  fact  that  we  cannot  avoid  any  longer  applying  this  most  valuable

method to the class struggle.  This is why it  is necessary to examine the mass-strike

issue in all its aspects. The question is far from being settled. It must still be discussed

at length so that the masses are familiarized with the way in which this new form of

struggle is to be applied.

If we consider the present discussion, we see on the one hand ardent advocates of the

mass strike who are in favour of the party conference, in consultation with the General

Commission of the trade unions, empowering the Party Executive to prepare the way

for  the mass  strike.  Indeed,  they also demand that we should begin to educate  the

workers  for  the mass strike.  They further advise the preparation of  the mass strike

according to the Belgian model. These are the demands made by one group. Another

group immediately expressed the strongest reservations against any ‘flirting with the

idea of the mass strike’. They said that this is extremely dangerous to our party life, for

we in Germany are far from ready to participate in a mass strike. The party would suffer

a defeat, their argument continued, from which it would not recover for decades.

The advocates  of  an application of  the  mass  strike  as  soon as possible  belong to

various  political  currents.  Comrade  Frank,  who  has  come  out  for  the  mass  strike,

represents the school of political opportunism. In Baden, he advocates the formation of

a grand coalition with the National Liberals.  His policy is very simple. One pursues

grandiose  politics  in  parliament  with  all  the  methods  of  statesmanlike  tactics,  one

comes to terms with the bourgeois parties, one fashions a great block of the entire Left.

However,  when this  policy  fails,  as  it  is  bound to  do,  to  advance  the  cause  of  the

proletariat one step further, ah! then workers come into the streets and start a mass

strike. Frank’s proclamation is a perfect example of how not to arrange a mass strike.

The mass strike is not something that one can make  whenever  the parliamentary

tricksters’ policy breaks down. A mass strike brought about under such circumstances is

a lost cause from the outset. The political tricksters who believe that they can conjure

up a mass strike and then terminate it with a wave of the hand are in error. This cannot

be done. Mass strikes can only take place when the historical preconditions for them

are  at  hand.  They  cannot  be  made  on  command.  Mass  strikes  are  not  an artificial

method that can be applied whenever the party has bungled its politics, in order to
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extricate  us  overnight  from  the  morass.  When  the  class  conflicts  have  become  so

pronounced and the political situation so tense that parliamentary means are no longer

sufficient  to  advance  the  cause  of  the  proletariat,  then  the  mass  strike  is  urgently

necessary, and then, although it may not bring unconditional victory, it is immensely

useful to the cause of the proletariat. Only when the situation has become so extreme

that there is no more hope for co-operation with the bourgeois parties, especially with

the liberals,  does the proletariat obtain the impetus necessary for the success of the

mass  strike.  Accordingly,  the  mass  strike  is  not  reconcilable  with  a  policy  centred

around parliamentarism.

The Belgian movement is a storehouse of information on the problem of the mass

strike. After they had abolished the plural vote by means of the mass strike, our Belgian

comrades centred their efforts on parliament. This meant that the mass strike was put

on ice. All proletarian actions were suspended as part of an overall plan to combine

with the bourgeois Left in order to achieve universal suffrage. But the election of 1912

brought about the complete collapse of liberalism, and what remained of it went over to

the camp of reaction. Then a storm of indignation broke out. Immediately following the

elections the question of the mass strike reappeared. But the leaders of Belgian Social

Democracy, who had based their policy on co-operation with the liberals, endeavoured

to placate the masses by promising to arrange for the mass strike later. Then began the

systematic postponement of the mass strike. Instead of an elemental eruption, a new

tactic  was  begun;  preparations  were made for a  new mass strike  to be  held in one

month.  After  preparations  lasting  nine  months,  the  masses  could  no  longer  be

restrained. The strike finally broke out and for ten days was carried on with admirable

discipline.  The  result  was  this:  the  strike  was  discontinued  upon  the  first  illusory

concession  made,  a  concession  which  represented  a  gain  of  virtually  nothing.  The

Belgian comrades did not feel that they had achieved a victory. We see then, that the

mass strike, employed in conjunction with the policy of a grand coalition resulted in

nothing but set-backs. In view of this, we will reject any possible recommendation that

we form a grand coalition in the south while at the same time starting a mass strike in

Prussia.

On  the  other  hand,  it  is  said  that  we  would  be  acting  prematurely  were  we  to

propagate the mass strike in Germany, for we are less ripe for it than the proletariat of

other countries. We in Germany have the strongest organizations, the fullest coffers, the

largest  parliamentary  party,  and  yet  we,  alone  among  the  whole  international

proletariat,  are  not  supposed  to  be  ripe?  It  is  said  that,  despite  its  strength,  our

organization is only a minority of the proletariat. According to this notion, we would be

ripe  only  when  the  last  man  and  the  last  woman  had  paid  their  dues  to  their

constituency associations. This is one wondrous moment for which we need not wait.
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Whenever we instigate an important action, not only do we count upon those who are

organized, but we also assume that they will sweep the unorganized masses along with

them. What would be the state of the proletarian straggle if  we counted only on the

organized!

During the ten-day general strike in Belgium, at least two-thirds of the strikers were

not organized. Of course one must not conclude from this that the organization was of

no significance. The organization’s power lies in its understanding of how to draw the

unorganized into the action at the right time. The exploitation of such situations is a

method of bringing about a huge growth in the organizations of the party and trade

unions. Recruitment to the strong organizations must be based on a large-scale and

forward-looking policy; otherwise the organizations will quietly decay. The history of

the party and the trade unions demonstrates that our organizations thrive only on the

attack. For then the unorganized flock to our banner.  The type of  organization that

calculates  in  advance  and  to  the  nearest  penny  the  costs  necessary  for  action  is

worthless; it cannot weather the storm. All this must be made clear, and the dividing

line must not be drawn so nicely between the organized and the unorganized.

If  it  is  demanded  that  the  party  executive,  in  conjunction  with  the  General

Commission, should prepare for the mass strike, then it must be said that mass strikes

cannot be made. But it is necessary to recognize that in Germany we are approaching a

situation in which mass strikes are inevitable. We have just witnessed another victory of

imperialism in the passing of the enormous military bill. After many in our ranks had so

hoped to co-operate with the liberals, we see that these same liberals are hand-maidens

of imperialism. If regrettably our parliamentary party supported property taxes in the

fiscal  covering bill,  then this  was nothing more than an intent to combine with the

progressives and National Liberals to eliminate the Blue-Black Block. But the liberals,

in league with the Blue-Black Block, eliminated us and, behind the backs of the Social

Democrats,  bungled  miserably  the  property  tax.  Our  parliamentary  party’s  final

covering bill evoked powerful reactions in the Social-Democratic press abroad and in

our own meetings. We shall have lively debates on this subject at the party congress.

The triumph of imperialism in the military bill brought home once more the painful

lesson that we can no longer rely on the liberals. For this reason it is necessary to open

the masses’ eyes. It is a fact that our parliamentarians lived in the illusion that they

could  form a coalition with the liberals  against  the  Blue-Black  Block,  and that  this

illusion resulted in a  miserable  fiasco.  This  victory  for  imperialism was a  new step

towards the heightening of  the  class conflicts.  We live  at  a  time in  which no more

advantages  can be gained in parliament for  the  proletariat.  This  is  why the masses

themselves must enter the theatre of action. Developments have taken such a turn that

the mass strike will not disappear from the agenda in Germany. It is not a matter of
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preparing the mass strike; instead, we must ensure that our policy expresses the utmost

strength necessary in the present situation.

The latest phase of our party’s policy dates from our electoral victory of 1912. We had

set our greatest hopes upon it. An article by Kautsky, printed in Vorwärts, mentioned

that a new liberalism was emerging. That was a disastrous illusion, but explicable on

the basis of the slogan of moderation issued for the run-off ballots.

Moderation is an unacceptable policy. As a result of moderation we had vague hopes

of a new liberalism and then the exuberant anticipation attached to the possibility of a

Social Democrat being chosen President of the Reichstag. All these hopes have been

dashed,  and  they  show  that  our  policy  and  tactics  are  outmoded.  We  have  now

witnessed the tumult of the Jubilee celebrations and the visit of the Bloody Tsar to the

Berlin  Court.  This  opportunity  should  have  been  used  to  instigate  some  kind  of

republican action. Do we have four million Social Democrats only so that we can crawl

into a mousehole when the Bloody Tsar comes for a visit? How many supporters we

could have won if we had organized a demonstration!

If we want to prove ourselves worthy of the great coming events then we must not

begin at  the  wrong end by attempting to make technical  preparations  for  the  mass

strike. When the situation is ripe, the tactic of the mass strike will present itself. Let us

not rack our brains about supporting it at the right time. What is necessary is that you

watch the party press to ensure that it is your instrument and expresses your opinion

and your mood. You must also see to it that our parliamentarians feel a mass pressing

them from behind, so that they do not chart such a disastrous course as in the case of

the military bill. Shape the organization so that you need not wait until the command is

given from above, but so that you have the reins of command in your own hands. You

must not lose yourselves in technical details such as the reorganization of the dues-

paying social evenings and of the delegate system. This is all very important, but your

attention must be directed above all to the general guiding principles of our policy in

parliament and throughout the country. Policy must not be formulated in such a way

that the masses are always confronted with faits accomplis. Above all you must see to it

that the press is a sharply honed weapon that cuts away the darkness from the people’s

minds.  The masses  must  make  themselves  heard  in  order  to  propel  the  party  ship

forward. Then we will be able to face the future confidently. History will do its work.

See that you too do your work.

Rosa Luxemburg Internet Archive
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“Hutten’s error was merely that of all prophetic natures: namely to view and desire at once

a shining ideal, which humanity can only achieve step by step and bit by bit after centuries

of struggle.”

With these words, David Friedrich Strauss closes his novel Hutten. And what applies

to Hutten also applies to Lassalle in the same degree. Of course, centuries do not come

into consideration in the speedy development of contemporary capitalist development.

But what Lassalle managed to wrestle from history in two years of flaming agitation

needed many decades to come about. Yet it is precisely this optical illusion – which all

prophetic  natures  succumb  to,  and  causes  them  like  giants  from  the  top  of  their

mountain to imagine the far away horizons to be within their grasp – we must thank for

the bold deed from which German social democracy emerged.

The emergence of  an independent  class  party of  the  proletariat  was  an historical

necessity, stemming from the capitalist economic system and the political nature of the

bourgeois  class  state.  German social  democracy  would  have  arisen  with  or  without

Lassalle, just as the class struggle of the international proletariat would have become

the predominant factor of recent history with or without Marx and Engels. Yet the fact

that  the  German  proletarian  class  party  already  appeared  at  the  gates  with  such

radiance and splendour 50 years ago, more than two decades before all other countries,

and acted as a role model for them, is thanks to Lassalle’s life work and his maxim: ‘I

dared!’

Class  struggle  has  been  the  driving  force  at  the  core  of  world  history  ever  since

private property separated human society into exploiters and exploited. The modern
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proletariat’s struggle is merely the last in the series of class struggles running like a red

thread through written history. And yet the last 50 years offers something that world

history had not seen before: for the first time the spectacle of the great mass of the

exploited emerging in an organised and purposeful struggle for the liberation of their

class.  All  previous revolutions were those of minorities in the interest of minorities.

And, as the first movements of the proletariat in England and France initiated modern

class struggle, the masses would step onto the stage only for a few moments and then

melt away in the revolutionary downturn and become absorbed in bourgeois society

over and over again.

Brought into existence by Lassalle, German social democracy was the first historic

attempt to create a permanent organisation of the masses, the majority of the people,

for  class struggle.  Thanks to Lassalle’s  political  action and thanks to Marx’s  theory,

German social democracy has radiantly solved this new task. Its 50-year history has

proved that on the basis of proletarian class interests it is possible to unite the ultimate

goal of revolution with patient day-to-day struggle, to unite scientific theory with the

most sober praxis, to unite tight and disciplined organisation with the mass character of

the movement, to unite insight into historic necessity with conscious, dynamic will. The

present-day size and power of social democracy is the fruit of this unity.

The history of social democracy hitherto can be quickly summarised as the utilisation

of  bourgeois  parliamentarianism  for  the  enlightenment  and  centralisation  of  the

proletariat into its class party. On this track, from which it never allowed itself to be

lured either by brutal emergency laws or demagogic cunning, our party has advanced

decade after decade to become by far the strongest political party in the German empire

and the strongest workers’ party in the world. In this sense, the last 50 years have seen

the implementation of Lassalle’s action programme, which was concentrated on two

closely linked aims: the creation of a class organisation of the workers, independent of

the liberal bourgeoisie; and the achievement of universal suffrage, in order to put it to

the service of the workers.

The  construction  of  this  organisation  and  the  systematic  utilisation  of  universal

suffrage – this was more or less Lassalle’s legacy, and the lifeblood of social democracy

over the last 50 years.

This programme has just about been pushed to its limits, where, according to the law

of the historical dialectic, quantity must transform into quality, where the unstoppable

growth  of  social  democracy,  on  the  ground  of  and  in  the  framework  of  bourgeois

parliamentarianism, must eventually transcend this.

Germany’s capitalist development, like that of the entire world economy, has now
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reached a point where the conditions in which Lassalle accomplished his  great task

appear as a clumsy child. Whereas back then in Europe, the framework of bourgeois

national states was still being fashioned to suit the unrestricted rule of capital, today the

last non-capitalist lands are being swallowed up by the imperialist monster, and capital

is crowning its world dominance with a chain of bloody expansionist wars.

From its birth onwards, bourgeois parliamentarianism on the European continent

was  ridden  with  impotence  through  fear  of  the  red  spectre  of  the  revolutionary

proletariat.  Today,  it  is  being  crushed  by  the  iron  hooves  of  rampantly  galloping

imperialism;  it  becomes  a  hollow  shell,  degraded  to  an  impotent  appendage  of

militarism.

In 50 years of exemplary work, social democracy has pretty much taken everything it

could from the now stony soil in terms of material profit for the working class and class

enlightenment. The most recent, biggest electoral victory of our party [1] has now made

it clear to all that a 110-person-strong social democratic faction in the era of imperialist

delirium and parliamentary impotence, far from achieving more in terms of agitation

and social reforms than a faction the quarter of its size in the past, will achieve less.

And the hopeless foundering of the hub of Germany’s internal political development

today – voting rights in Prussia – has destroyed all prospects of parliamentary reform

through mere pressure of electoral action.

Both in Prussia and in the empire, social democracy in its entire force is rendered

powerless as it comes up against the barrier which Lassalle already foresaw in 1851:

“A legislative assembly never has overthrown and never will overthrow the existing order.

All that [such an] assembly has ever done and ever been able to do is proclaim the existing

order outside, sanction the already completed overthrow of society and elaborate on its

individual  consequences,  laws,  etc.  Yet  such  an  assembly  will  always  be  impotent  to

overthrow the society which it itself represents.” [2]

We, however,  have arrived  at  a  level  of  development where  the most  pressing  and

imperative defensive demand of the proletariat – the right to vote in Prussia and the

people’s  militia  in  the  empire  –  signify  an  actual  overthrow  of  existing  Prussian-

German  class  relations.  If  the  working  class  wants  to  pursue  its  life  interests  in

parliament today, then it has to carry out this actual overthrow “outside”. If it wants to

make parliamentarianism fertile again, then it has to lead the masses themselves onto

the political stage through non-parliamentary action.

The last decade – with the mass strike resolution in Jena under the influence of the

Russian Revolution and the campaign of street demonstrations in the struggle for the

right to vote in Prussia three years ago – clearly shows that the transition from purely

Rosa Luxemburg: Lassalle's Legacy (1913) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/xx/lassalle.html

3 of 4 9/20/2018, 9:35 PM



parliamentary  to  unstoppable  mass  action  will  force  its  way  through –  even  if  the

consciousness of the party in Germany, as elsewhere, only follows this path unevenly,

encountering many setbacks.

The 50th anniversary  of  German social  democracy  represents a  proud,  victorious

completion of Lassalle’s political testament. Yet simultaneously it is also a warning to

the socialist proletariat to become fully conscious that nothing would be more contrary

to Lassalle’s  spirit  than following its well-worn routine at  its  usual  steady pace and

stubbornly clinging to a tactical programme which has already been overtaken by the

course of history.

Lassalle’s  great  creative  work  consisted  in  recognising  the  correct  task  of  the

proletariat at the right historical hour and daring to fulfil this with bold action. What is

today  the  just  continuation  of  Lassalle’s  work?  Not  clinging  to  Lassalle’s  political

programme, but rather recognising the new great tasks of the contemporary situation

and boldly tackling them at the right moment. Then, in the spirit of Lassalle, it can also

say of itself: ‘I dared!’

Notes

1. F. Mehring (ed.), Der Literarische Nachlass von Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels und
Ferdinand Lassalle, Vol.4, Stuttgart 1902, p.38.

2.  The  resolution  passed  at  the  SPD  conference  from  September  17-23  1905  in  Jena
characterised the most  extensive use of  the mass  withdrawal  of  labour as  one of  the  most
effective working class methods of struggle, but nevertheless restricted the use of the political
mass strike to a considerable extent to defending the right to vote to the Reichstag and freedom
of assembly.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

THIS is an original translation not only of  the main body of the work but also of a

number of quotations from foreign authors. Page references thus usually indicate the

original foreign sources.

In so far as possible, however, I have availed myself of existing translations and have

referred to the following standard works: Karl Marx: Capital, vol.i (transl. by Moore-

Aveling, London, 1920); vol.ii (transl. by E. Untermann, Chicago, 1907); vol.iii (transl.

by E. Untermann, Chicago, 1909) The Poverty of Philosophy (translator’s name not

given, London, 1936).

Sismondi’s introduction to the second edition of Nouveaux Principes  is  quoted

from  M.  Mignet’s  translation  of  selected  passages  by  Sismondi,  entitled  Political

Economy  and  the  Philosophy  of  Government,  London,  1847.  No  English

translation exists of Marx’s Theorien über den Mehrwert. [The Marxists Internet Archive  has now

published the English translation of this work.]

Unfortunately, not all the West European texts, and none of the Russian – except

Engels’ correspondence with Nikolayon – were accessible to me, and I regret having

been  unable  to  trace  some  quotations  and  check  up  on  others.  In  such  cases,  the

English version follows the German text and will at least bring out the point the author

wanted to make.

To  save  the  reader  grappling  with  unfamiliar  concepts,  I  have  converted  foreign

currencies and measures into their English equivalents, at the following rates:

20 marks – 25 francs – $5 – £1 (gold standard);

1 hectare – (roughly) 2.5 acres;

I kilometre – 5/8 mile.

I  am glad of  this  opportunity  to  express  my gratitude to  Dr.  W.  Stark and Mrs.  J.

Robinson for the helpful criticism and appreciation with which my work has met.
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Agnes Schwarzschild

Rosa Luxemburg was born on 5 March 1870, at Zamosc, a little town of Russian Poland,

not  far  from he  city  of  Lublin.  She  came from a fairly  well-to-do family  of  Jewish

merchants, and soon showed the two outstanding traits which were to characterise all

her life and work: a high degree of intelligence, and a burning thirst for social justice

which led her, while still a schoolgirl, into the revolutionary camp. Partly to escape the

Russian police, partly to complete her education, she went to Zurich and studied there

the sciences of law and economics. Her doctoral dissertation dealt with the industrial

development of Poland and showed up the vital integration of Polish industry with the

wider economic system of metropolitan Russia. It was a work not only of considerable

promise, but already of solid and substantial achievement.

Her doctorate won, Rosa Luxemburg looked around for a promising field of work and

decided to go to Germany, whose working-class movement seemed destined to play a

leading part in the future history of international socialism. She settled there in 1896,

and two years later contracted a formal marriage with a German subject which secured

her against  the  danger  of  forcible  deportation to  Russia.  Now,  at  that  moment  the

German Social-Democratic Party was in the throes of a serious crisis. In 1899, Eduard

Bernstein published his well-known work Die Voraussetzungen des Sozialismus

und  die  Aufgaben  der  Sozialdemokratie,  which  urged  the  party  to  drop  its

revolutionary  jargon and to  work  henceforth  for  tangible  social  reforms  within  the

given economic set-up, instead of trying to bring about its final and forcible overthrow.

This ‘reformism’ or ‘revisionism’ seemed to Rosa Luxemburg a base as well as a foolish

doctrine,  and  she  published  in  the  same  year  a  pamphlet  Sozialreform  oder

Revolution? [English translation] which dealt with Bernstein’s ideas in no uncertain fashion.

From this moment onward, she was and remained one of the acknowledged leaders of

the left wing within the German working-class movement.

The  events  of  the  year  1905  gave  Rosa  Luxemburg  a  welcome  opportunity  to

demonstrate that revolution was to her more than a subject of purely academic interest.

As soon as the Russian masses began to move, she hurried to Warsaw and threw herself
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into  the  fray.  There  followed  a  short  span  of  feverish  activity,  half  a  year’s

imprisonment, and, finally, a return journey to Berlin. The experiences of the Warsaw

rising are reflected in a book entitled Massenstreik, Partei und Gewerkschaften

[English  translation],  which was published in 1906. It recommends the general  strike as the

most effective weapon in the struggle of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie.

The International Socialist  Congress which met at  Stuttgart in 1907 prepared and

foreshadowed the sorry history of Rosa Luxemburg’s later life. On that occasion she

drafted,  together  with Lenin,  a  resolution which demanded that  the  workers  of  the

world should make any future war an opportunity for the destruction of the capitalist

system. Unlike so many others, she stuck to her resolution when, seven years later, the

time of testing came. The result was that she had to spend nearly the whole of the first

World  War  in  jail,  either  under  punishment  or  in,  protective  custody.  But

imprisonment did not mean inactivity. In 1916, there appeared in Switzerland her book

Die Krise der Sozialdemokratie [English  translation],  which  assailed  the  leaders  of  the

German labour party for their patriotic attitude and called the masses to revolutionary

action. The foundation of the Spartacus League in 1917, the germ cell out of which the

Communist  Party  of  Germany was soon to  develop,  was  vitally  connected  with the

dissemination of Rosa Luxemburg’s aggressive sentiments.

The collapse of  the  Kaiserreich  on is  November  1918,  gave Rosa  Luxemburg her

freedom and an undreamt-of range of  opportunities.  The two months that followed

must  have been more crowded and more  colourful  than  all  her  previous  life  taken

together. But the end of her career was imminent. The fatal Spartacus week, an abortive

rising of  the Berlin workers, led on 15 January 1919, to her arrest by a government

composed of former party comrades. During her removal to prison she was attacked

and severely beaten by soldiers belonging to the extreme right, a treatment which she

did not survive. Her body was recovered days later from a canal.

A type not unlike Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg had her tender and sentimental  side,

which comes to the surface in her correspondence, especially in the Briefe aus dem

Gefängnis  printed  in  1922.  As  a  thinker  she  showed  considerable  honesty  and

independence of mind. The Accumulation of Capital, first published in 1913, which

is undoubtedly her finest achievement, reveals her as that rarest of all rare phenomena

– a Marxist critical of Karl Marx.

W. Stark

Next Chapter >>
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 1

KARL MARX made a contribution of lasting service to the theory of economics when he

drew attention to the problem of  the reproduction of the  entire  social  capital.  It  is

significant  that  in  the  history  of  economics  we  find  only  two  attempts  at  an  exact

exposition of this problem: one by Quesney, the father of the Physiocrats, at its very

inception; and in its final stage this attempt by Marx. In the interim, the problem was

ever with bourgeois economics. Yet bourgeois economists have never been fully aware

of  this  problem  in  its  pure  aspects,  detached  from  related  and  intersecting  minor

problems: they have never been able to formulate it precisely, let alone solve it. Seeing

that the problem is of paramount importance, their attempts may all the same help us

to some understanding of the trend of scientific economics.

What is it precisely that constitutes this problem of the reproduction of total capital?

The literal meaning of the word ‘reproduction’ is repetition, renewal of the process of

production.  At  first  sight  it  may  be  difficult  to  see  in  what  respect  the  idea  of

reproduction differs from that of repetition which we can all understand – why such a

new and unfamiliar term should be required. But in the sort of repetition which we

shall  consider,  in  the  continual  recurrence  of  the  process  of  production,  there  are

certain distinctive features. First, the regular repetition of reproduction is the general

sine qua non of regular consumption which in its turn has been the precondition of

human civilisation in every one of its historical forms. The concept of reproduction,

viewed in this way, reflects an aspect of the history of civilisation. Production can never

be resumed, there can be no reproduction, unless certain prerequisites such as tools,
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raw  materials  and  labour  have  been  established  during  the  preceding  period  of

production.  However,  at  the most primitive level  of  man’s  civilisation,  at  the initial

stage of man’s power over nature, this possibility to re-engage in production depended

more or less on chance. So long as hunting and fishing were the main foundations of

social  existence,  frequent  periods  of  general  starvation  interrupted  the  regular

repetition of production. Some primitive peoples recognised at a very early stage that

for reproduction as a regularly recurring process certain measures were essential; these

they incorporated into ceremonies of a religious nature; and in this way they accepted

such measures as traditional social commitments. Thus, as the thorough researches of

Spencer  and  Gillen  have  taught  us,  the  totem  cult  of  the  Australian  negroes  is

fundamentally nothing but certain measures taken by social groups for the purpose of

securing and preserving their animal and vegetable foodstuffs; these precautions had

been taken year by year since time immemorial and thus they became fossilised into

religious ceremonials. Yet the circle of consumption and production which forms the

essence of reproduction became possible only with the invention of tillage with the hoe,

with  the  taming  of  domestic  animals,  and  with  cattle-raising  for  the  purpose  of

consumption.  Reproduction is  something more  than mere  repetition in  so  far  as  it

presupposes a certain level of society’s supremacy over nature, or, in economic terms, a

certain standard of labour productivity.

On the other hand, at all stages of social development, the process of production is

based  on  the  continuation  of  two  different,  though  closely  connected  factors,  the

technical and social conditions – on the precise relationship between man and nature

and that between men and men. Reproduction depends to the same degree on both

these conditions. We have just seen how reproduction is bound up with the conditions

of human working techniques, how far it is indeed solely the result of a certain level of

labour productivity; but the social forms of production prevailing in each case are no

less decisive. In a primitive communist agrarian community, reproduction as well as

the whole plan of economic life is determined by the community of all  workers and

their  democratic  organs.  The  decision to  re-engage  in  labour  – the organisation of

labour  –  the  provision  of  raw  materials,  tools,  and  man-power,  as  the  essential

preliminaries of labour – the arrangement of reproduction and the determination of its

volume  are  all  results  of  a  planned  co-operation  in  which  everybody  within  the

boundaries of the community takes his  part.  In an economic system based on slave

labour  or  corvée,  reproduction  is  enforced  and regulated  in  all  details  by  personal

relations of domination. Here the volume of reproduction is determined by the right of

disposal held by the ruling élites over smaller or larger circles of other people’s labour.

In a society producing by capitalist methods, reproduction assumes a peculiar form, as

a mere glance at certain striking phenomena will show us. In every other society known

to history, reproduction recurs in a regular sequence as far as its preconditions, the
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existing means of  production and labour power, make this  possible.  As a rule,  only

external influences such as a devastating war or a great pestilence, depopulating vast

areas of former cultural life, and consequently destroying masses of labour power and

of  accumulated  means  of  production,  can  result  in  a  complete  interruption  of

reproduction  or  in  its  contraction  to  any  considerable  extent  for  longer  or  shorter

periods.  A despotic organisation of  the plan of  production may on occasion lead to

similar  phenomena.  When  in  ancient  Egypt  Pharaoh’s  will  chained  thousands  of

fellaheen for decades to the building of the pyramids; when in modern Egypt Ismail

Pasha ordered 20,000 fellaheen to forced labour on the Suez Canal; or when, about two

hundred years before Christ, the Emperor Shi Hoang Ti, founder of the Chin dynasty,

allowed 400,000 people to perish of hunger and exhaustion and thus sacrificed a whole

generation to his purpose of consolidating the Great Wall at China's northern frontier,

the result was always that vast stretches of arable land were left fallow and that regular

economic life was interrupted for long periods. In all these cases the causes of these

interruptions of reproduction obviously lay in the one-sided determination of the plan

of reproduction by those in power.

Societies which produce according to capitalist methods present a different picture.

We observe that in certain periods all the ingredients of reproduction may be available,

both labour and means of production, and yet some vital needs of society for consumer

goods may be left unfulfilled. We find that in spite of these resources reproduction may

in  part  be  completely  suspended  and  in  part  curtailed.  Here  it  is  no  despotic

interference with the economic plan that is responsible for the difficulties in the process

of production. Quite apart from all technical conditions, reproduction here depends on

purely social considerations: only those goods are produced which can with certainty he

expected to sell, and not merely to sell, but to sell at the customary profit. Thus profit

becomes an end in itself, the decisive factor which determines not only production but

also reproduction. Not only does it decide in each case what work is to be undertaken,

how it is to be carried out, and how the products are to be distributed; what is more,

profit decides, also, at the end of every working period, whether the labour process is to

be resumed,  and,  if  so,  to  what  extent  and in  what  direction it  should be made to

operate.(1)

In capitalist society, therefore, the process of reproduction as a whole, constitutes a

peculiar and most complicated problem, in consequence of these purely historical and

social factors. There is, as we shall see, an external characteristic which shows clearly

this specific historical peculiarity of the capitalist process of reproduction. Comprising

not only production but also circulation (the process of exchange), it unites these two

elements.  Capitalist,  production  is  primarily  production  by  innumerable  private

producers  without  any  planned  regulation.  The  only  social  link  between  these
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producers is the act of exchange. In taking account of social requirements reproduction

has no clue to go on other than the experiences of the preceding labour period. These

experiences, however, remain the private experiences of individual producers and are

not integrated into a comprehensive and social  form. Moreover, they do not always

refer positively and directly to the needs of society. They are often rather indirect and

negative, for it is only on the basis of price fluctuations that they indicate whether the

aggregate of produced commodities falls short of the effective demand or exceeds it. Yet

the  individual  private  producers  make  recurrent  use  of  these  experiences  of  the

preceding labour period when they re-engage in reproduction, so that glut or shortage

are bound to occur again in the following period. Individual branches of production

may  develop  independently,  so  that  there  may  be  a  surplus  in  one  branch  and  a

deficiency  in  another.  But  as  nearly  all  individual  branches  of  production  are

interdependent  technically,  glut  or  shortage  in  some  of  the  larger  branches  of

production  lead  to  the  same phenomenon in  most  of  the  others.  Thus  the  general

supply of products may alternate periodically between shortage and surplus relative to

the social demand.

Herein lies the peculiar character of reproduction in a capitalist society, which differs

from all other known forms of production. In the first place, every branch of production

develops  independently  within  certain  limits,  in  a  way  that  leads  to  periodical

interruptions  of  production  of  shorter  or  longer  duration.  Secondly,  the  individual

branches of reproduction show deviations from social requirements amounting to all-

round disparity  and thus  resulting in  a  general  interruption of  reproduction.  These

features  of  capitalist  reproduction  are  quite  characteristic.  In  all  other  economic

systems, reproduction runs its uninterrupted and regular course, apart from external

disturbance by violence. Capitalist  reproduction,  however, to quote Sismondi’s well-

known dictum, can only be represented as a continuous sequence of individual spirals.

Every  such  spiral  starts  with  small  loops  which  become  increasingly  larger  and

eventually very large indeed. Then they contract, and a new spiral  starts again with

small  loops,  repeating  the  figure  up  to  the  point  of  interruption.  This  periodical

fluctuation between the largest volume of reproduction and its contraction to partial

suspension, this  cycle of  slump, boom, and crisis,  as it  has been called, is the most

striking peculiarity of capitalist reproduction.

It is very important, however, to establish quite firmly and from the very outset that

this  cyclical  movement  of  boom,  slump,  and  crisis,  does  not  represent  the  whole

problem of capitalist reproduction, although it is an essential element of it. Periodical

cycles and crises are specific phases of reproduction in a capitalist system of economy,

but not the whole of  this  process.  In order to demonstrate the pure implications of

capitalist reproduction we must rather consider it quite apart from the periodical cycles
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and crises. Strange as this may appear, the method is quite rational; it is indeed the

only method of inquiry that is scientifically tenable. In order to demonstrate and to

solve the problem of pure value we must leave price fluctuations out of consideration.

The approach of vulgar economics always attempts to solve the problem of value by

reference  to  fluctuations  in  demand  and  supply.  Classical  economists,  from  Adam

Smith  to  Karl  Marx,  attack  the  problem  in  the  opposite  way,  pointing  out  that

fluctuations  in  the  mutual  relation  between  demand  and  supply  can  explain  only

disparities between price and value,  not value itself.  In order to find the value of  a

commodity,  we  must  start  by  assuming  that  demand  and  supply  are  in  a  state  of

equilibrium, that  the  price  of  a  commodity  and its  value closely  correspond to  one

another. Thus the scientific problem of value begins at the very point where the effect of

demand and supply ceases to operate.

In consequence of periodical cycles and crises capitalist reproduction fluctuates as a

rule around the level of the effective total demand of society, sometimes rising above

and sometimes falling below this level,  contracting occasionally even to the point of

almost complete interruption of reproduction. However, if we consider a longer period,

a whole cycle with its alternating phases of prosperity and depression, of boom and

slump, that is if we consider reproduction at its highest and lowest volume, including

the stage of suspension, we can set off boom against slump and work out an average, a

mean volume of reproduction for the whole cycle. This average is not only a theoretical

figment of thought, it is also a real objective fact. For in spite of the sharp rises and falls

in the course of a cycle, in spite of crises, the needs of society are always satisfied, more

or less,  reproduction continues on its  complicated course, and productive capacities

develop  progressively.  How  can  this  take  place,  leaving  cycles  and  crises  out  of

consideration?  Here  the  real  question begins.  The  attempt  to  solve  the  problem of

reproduction in terms of the periodical character of crises is fundamentally a device of

vulgar  economics,  just  like  the  attempt  to  solve  the  problem,  of  value  in  terms  of

fluctuations  in demand and supply.  Nevertheless,  we shall  see  in  the course of  our

observations  that  as  soon  as  economic  theory  gets  an  inkling  of  the  problem  of

reproduction, as soon as it has at least started guessing at the problem, it reveals a

persistent  tendency,  suddenly  to  transform  the  problem  of  reproduction  into  the

problem of crises, thus barring its own way to the solution of the question. When we

speak of capitalist reproduction in the following exposition, we shall always understand

by this term a mean volume of productivity which is an average taken over the various

phases of a cycle.

Now, the total of capitalist reproduction is created by an unlimited and constantly

changing number of private producers.  They produce independently of one another;

apart from the observation of price fluctuations there is no social control – no social
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link exists between the individual producers other than the exchange of commodities.

The question arises how these innumerable disconnected operations can lead to the

actual  total  of  production.  This  general  aspect  of  our  problem  indeed  strikes  us

immediately as one of prime importance. But if we put it this way, we overlook the fact

that such private producers are not simply producers of commodities but are essentially

capitalist producers, that the total production of society is not simply production for the

sake  of  satisfying  social  requirements,  and  equally  not  merely  production  of

commodities, but essentially capitalist production.

Let us examine our problem anew in the light of this fact. A producer who produces

not only commodities but capital must above all  create surplus value. The capitalist

producer’s  final  goal,  his  main  incentive,  is  the  production  of  surplus  value.  The

proceeds from the commodities he has manufactured must not only recompense him

for all his outlay, but in addition they must yield him a value which does not correspond

with any expense on his part, and is pure gain. If we consider the process of production

from the point of view of the creation of surplus value, we see that the capital advanced

by the capitalist  is  divided into two parts:  the first  part represents his  expenses on

means  of  production  such  as  premises,  raw  material,  partly  finished  goods  and

machinery. The second part is spent on wages. This holds good, even if the capitalist

producer does  not  know it  himself,  and in  spite  of  the  pious  stuff  about  fixed and

circulating capital with which he may delude himself and the world. Marx called this

first  part  constant  capital.  Its  value  is  not  changed  by  its  utilisation  in  the  labour

process – it is transferred in toto to the finished product. The second part Marx calls

the variable capital. This gives rise to an additional value, which materialises when the

results of unpaid labour are appropriated. The various components which make up the

value of  every  commodity  produced by capitalist  methods may be expressed by the

formula: c + v + s.In this formula c stands for the value of the constant capital laid out

in inanimate means of production and transferred to the commodity, v stands for the

value of the variable capital advanced inform of wages, and s  stands for the surplus

value, the additional value of the unpaid part of wage labour. Every type of goods shows

these three components of value, whether we consider an individual commodity or the

aggregate  of  commodities  as  a  whole,  whether  we consider  cotton textiles  or  ballet

performances, cast-iron tubes or liberal newspapers. Thus for the capitalist producer

the  manufacture  of  commodities  is  not  an  end  in  itself,  it  is  only  a  means  to  the

appropriation of surplus value. This surplus value, however, can be of no use to the

capitalist so long as it remains hidden in the commodity form of the product. Once the

commodity has been produced, it must be realised, it must be converted into a form of

pure value; that is,  into money. All capital expenses incorporated in the commodity

must shed their commodity-form and revert to the capitalist as money to make this

conversion possible so that he can appropriate the surplus value in cash. The purpose of
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production is fulfilled only when this conversion has been successful, only when the

aggregate of commodities has been sold according to its value. The proceeds of this sale

of  commodities,  the  money  that  has  been  received  for  them,  contains  the  same

components of value as the former aggregate of commodities and can be expressed by

the same formula c + v + s. Part c recompenses the capitalist for his advances on means

of production that have been used up, part v  recompenses him for his  advances on

wages, and the last part, s, represents the expected surplus, the capitalist’s clear profit

in cash.(2)

This  conversion  of  capital  from  its  original  form,  from  the  starting  point  of  all

capitalist production, into means of production, dead and living, such as raw materials,

instruments, and labour;  its  further conversion into commodities by a living labour

process; and its final reconversion into money, a greater amount of money indeed than

at the initial stage – this transformation of capital is, however, required for more than

the production and appropriation of surplus value. The aim and incentive of capitalist

production is not a surplus value pure and simple, to be appropriated in any desired

quantity,  but  a  surplus  value  ever  growing into  larger  quantities,  surplus  value  ad

infinitum. But to achieve this aim, the same magic means must be used over and over

again,  the  means  of  capitalist  production  –  the  ever  repeated  appropriation  of  the

proceeds of  unpaid wage labour in the process of  commodity manufacture,  and the

subsequent realisation of the commodities so produced.

Thus quite a new incentive is given to constantly renewed production, to the process

of reproduction as a regular phenomenon in capitalist society, an incentive unknown to

any other system of  production.  In  every  other  economic system known to  history,

reproduction  is  determined  by  the  unceasing  need  of  society  for  consumer  goods,

whether they are the needs of all the workers determined in a democratic manner as in

an agrarian and communist market community, or the despotically determined needs

of an antagonistic class society, as in an economy of slave labour, or corvée and the like.

But in a capitalist system of production, it is not consideration of social needs which

actuates  the  individual  private  producer  who  alone matters  in  this  connection.  His

production is determined entirely by the effective demand, and even this is to him a

mere  means  for  the  realisation  of  surplus  value  which  for  him  is  indispensable.

Appropriation of surplus value is his real incentive, and production of consumer goods

for the satisfaction of the effective demand is only a detour when we look to the real

motive, that of appropriation of surplus value, although for the individual capitalist it is

also a rule of necessity. This motive, to appropriate surplus value, also urges him to re-

engage in reproduction over and over again. It is the production of surplus value which

turns reproduction of social necessities into a perpetuum mobile. Reproduction, for its

part,  can obviously  be only resumed when the products of  the  previous  period,  the
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commodities, have been realised; that is, converted into money; for capital in the form

of money, in the form of pure value, must always be the starting point of reproduction

in a capitalist system. The first condition of reproduction for the capitalist producer is

thus  seen  to  be  a  successful  realisation  of  the  commodities  produced  during  the

preceding period of production.

Now we come to a second important point. Under a system of private economy, it is

the individual producer who determines the volume of reproduction at his discretion.

His  main  incentive  is  appropriation  of  surplus  value,  indeed  an  appropriation

increasing  as  rapidly  as  possible.  An  accelerated  appropriation  of  surplus  value,

however, necessitates an increased production of capital to generate this surplus value.

Here a large-scale enterprise enjoys advantages over a small one in every respect. In

fine, the capitalist method of production furnishes not only a permanent incentive to

reproduction in general, but also a motive for its expansion, for reproduction on an ever

larger scale.

Nor  is  that  all.  Capitalist  methods  of  production  do  more  than  awaken  in  the

capitalist this thirst for surplus value whereby he is impelled to ceaseless expansion of

reproduction. Expansion becomes in truth a coercive law, an economic condition of

existence  for  the  individual  capitalist.  Under  the  rule  of  competition,  cheapness  of

commodities is the most important weapon of the individual capitalist in his struggle

for  a  place  in  the  market.  Now  all  methods  of  reducing  the  cost  of  commodity

production permanently amount in the end to an expansion of production; excepting

those only which aim at a specific increase of the rate of surplus value by measures such

as wage cutting or lengthening the hours of work. As for these latter devices, they are as

such likely to encounter many obstacles. In this respect, a large enterprise invariably

enjoys advantages of every kind over a small or medium concern. They may range from

a saving  in  premises  or  instruments,  in  the  application of  more  efficient  means  of

production, in extensive replacement of manual labour by machinery, down to a speedy

exploitation of a favourable turn of the market so as to acquire raw materials cheaply.

Within  very  wide  limits,  these  advantages  increase  in  direct  proportion  to  the

expansion of the enterprise.  Thus, as soon as a few capitalist  enterprises have been

enlarged, competition itself forces all others to expand likewise. Expansion becomes a

condition of  existence.  A growing tendency towards reproduction at  a progressively

increasing scale thus, ensues, which spreads automatically like a tidal wave over ever

larger surfaces of reproduction.

Expanding reproduction is not a new discovery of capital. On the contrary, it had

been the rule since time immemorial in every form of society that displayed economic

and  cultural  progress.  It  is  true,  of  course,  that  simple  reproduction  as  a  mere

continuous repetition of the process of production on the same scale as before can be
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observed over long periods of social history. In the ancient agrarian and communist

village  communities,  for  instance,  increase  in  population  did  not  lead  to  a  gradual

expansion  of  production,  but  rather  to  the  new  generation  being  expelled  and  the

subsequent  founding  of  equally  small  and  self-sufficient  colonies.  The  old  small

handicraft units of India and China provide similar instances of a traditional repetition

of production in the same forms and on the same scale, handed down from generation

to generation. But simple reproduction is in all these cases the source and unmistakable

sign  of  a  general  economic  and  cultural  stagnation.  No  important  forward  step  in

production, no memorial of civilisation, such as the great waterworks of the East, the

pyramids of Egypt, the military roads of Rome, the Arts and Sciences of Greece, or the

development of craftsmanship and towns in the Middle Ages would have been possible

without  expanding  reproduction;  for  the  basis  and  also  the  social  incentive  for  a

decisive advancement of civilisation lies solely in the gradual expansion of production

beyond immediate requirements, and in a continual growth of the population itself as

well as of its demands.

Exchange  in  particular,  which  brought  about  a  class  society,  and  its  historical

development into the capitalist form of economy, would have been unthinkable without

expanding  reproduction.  In  a  capitalist  society,  moreover,  expanding  reproduction

acquires certain characteristics. As we have already mentioned, it becomes right away a

coercive  law  to  the  individual  capitalist.  Capitalist  methods  of  production  do  not

exclude simple or even retrogressive reproduction; indeed, this is responsible for the

periodical phenomenon of crises following phases, likewise periodical, of overstrained

expansion of reproduction in times of boom. But ignoring periodical fluctuations, the

general trend of reproduction is ever towards expansion. For the individual capitalist,

failure  to  keep  abreast  of  this  expansion  means  quitting  the  competitive  struggle,

economic death.

Moreover, there are certain other aspects to be considered. The concept of expanding

reproduction applies only to the quantity of products, to the aggregate of manufactured

objects.  So  long  as  production  rests  solely  or  mainly  upon  a  natural  economy,

consumption determines the extent and character of the individual labour process, as

well as that of reproduction in general, as an end in itself: this applies to the agrarian

and communist village communities of India, to the Roman villa with its economy of

slave  labour,  and to  the  medieval  feudal  farm based  on corvée.  But  the  picture  is

different in a capitalist economic system. Capitalist production is not production for the

purpose of consumption, it is production for the purpose of creating value. The whole

process  of  production  as  well  as  of  reproduction  is  ruled  by  value  relationships.

Capitalist  production is  not the production of consumer goods,  nor is  it  merely the

production  of  commodities:  it  is  pre-eminently  the  production  of  surplus  value.
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Expanding reproduction, from a capitalist point of view, is expanding production of

surplus value, though it takes place in the forms of commodity production and is thus

in the last instance the production of consumer goods. Changes in the productivity of

labour during the course of reproduction cause continual discrepancies between these

two aspects. If productivity increases, the same amount of capital and surplus value

may  represent  a  progressively  larger  amount  of  consumer  goods.  Expanding

production, understood as the creation of a greater amount of surplus value, need not

therefore necessarily  imply expanding reproduction in the capitalist  meaning of  the

term.  Conversely,  capital  may,  within  limits,  yield  a  greater  surplus  value  in

consequence of a higher degree of exploitation such as is brought about by wage-cutting

and the like, without actually producing a greater amount of goods. But in both cases

the surplus value has a twofold aspect: it is a quantity of value as well as an aggregate of

material products, and from a capitalist point of view, its elements in both instances are

thus the same.

As a rule, an increased production of surplus value results from an increase of capital

brought about by  addition of  part  of  the  appropriated surplus  value to the original

capital, no matter whether this capitalist surplus value is used for the expansion of an

old enterprise or for founding a new one, an independent offshoot. Capitalist expanding

reproduction  thus  acquires  the  specific  characteristics  of  an  increase  in  capital  by

means of a progressive capitalisation of surplus value, or, as Marx has put it, by the

accumulation of capital.

The general formula for enlarged reproduction under the rule of capital thus runs as

follows: (c + v + s/x + s'. Here s/x stands for the capitalised part of the surplus value

appropriated in an earlier period of production; s'  stands for the new surplus value

created by the increased capital. Part of this new surplus value is capitalised again, and

expanding reproduction is thus, from the capitalist point of view, a constantly flowing

process of alternate appropriation and capitalisation of surplus value.

So  far,  however,  we  have  only  arrived  at  a  general  and  abstract  formula  for

reproduction.  Let  us  now  consider  more  closely  the  concrete  conditions  which  are

necessary to apply this formula.

The surplus value which has been appropriated, after it has successfully cast off its

commodity-form in the market, appears as a given amount of money. This money-form

is  the form of  its  absolute  value,  the beginning of  its  career as capital.  But  as  it  is

impossible to create surplus value with money, it cannot, in this form, advance beyond

the threshold of its career. Capital must assume commodity-form, so that the particular

portion of it which is earmarked for accumulation can be capitalised. For only in this

form can it  become productive  capital;  that  is,  capital  begetting new surplus  value.
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Therefore, like the original capital, it must again be divided into two parts; a constant

part, comprising the inanimate means of production, and a variable part, the wages.

Only then will our formula c + v + s apply to it in the same way as it applied to the old

capital.

But the good intent of the capitalist to accumulate, his thrift and abstinence which

make  him  use  the  greater  part  of  his  surplus  value  for  production  instead  of

squandering it on personal luxuries, is not sufficient for this purpose. On the contrary,

it is essential that he should find on the commodity market the concrete forms which he

intends to give his new surplus value. In the first place, he must secure the material

means of production such as raw materials, machines etc required for the branch of

production he has chosen and planned, so that the particular part of the surplus value

which correspond to his constant capital may assume a productive form. Secondly, the

other, variable part of his surplus value must also be convertible, and two essentials are

necessary  for  this  conversion:  of  first  importance,  the  labour  market  must  offer  a

sufficient quantity of additional labour, and secondly, as the workers cannot live on

money  alone,  the  commodity  market,  too,  must  offer  an  additional  amount  of

provisions, which the workers newly to be employed may exchange against the variable

part of the surplus value they will get from the capitalist.

All these prerequisites found, the capitalist can set his capitalised surplus value to

work and make it, as operating capital, beget new surplus value. But still his task is not

completely done. Both the new capital and the surplus value produced still exist for the

time being in the shape of an additional quantity of some commodity or other. In this

form the new capital is but advanced, and the new surplus value created by it is still in a

form in which it is of no use to the capitalist. The new capital as well as the surplus

value which it has created must cast off their commodity-form, re-assume the form of

pure value, and thus revert to the capitalist as money. Unless this process is successfully

concluded,  the  new  capital  and  surplus  value  will  be  wholly  or  partly  lost,  the

capitalisation  of  surplus  value  will  have  miscarried,  and  there  will  have  been  no

accumulation. It is absolutely essential to the accumulation of capital that a sufficient

quantity of commodities created by the new capital should win a place for itself on the

market and be realised.

Thus we see that expanding reproduction as accumulation of capital in a capitalist

system is bound up with a whole series of special conditions. Let us look at these more

closely. The first condition is that production should create surplus value, for surplus

value is  the elementary form in which alone increased production is  possible under

capitalist  conditions  The entire  process  of  production must  abide  by  this  condition

when determining the relations  between capitalist  and worker  in  the production of

commodities. Once this first condition is given, the second is that surplus value must be
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realised,  converted  into  the  form of  money,  so  that  it  can  be  appropriated  for  the

purposes  of  expanding  reproduction.  This  second  condition  thus  leads  us  to  the

commodity market. Here, the hazards of exchange decide the further fate of the surplus

value, and thus the future of reproduction. The third condition is as follows: provided

that part of  the realised surplus value has been added to capital  for the purpose of

accumulation,  this  new capital  must  first  assume its  productive  form of labour and

inanimate means of production. Moreover, that part of it which had been exchanged for

labour must be converted into provisions for the workers. Thus we are led again to the

markets  of  labour  and  commodities.  If  all  these  requirements  have  been  met  and

enlarged reproduction  of  commodities  has  taken  place,  a  fourth  condition must  be

added:  the  additional  quantity  of  commodities  representing  the  new  capital  plus

surplus value will  have to  be realised,  that  is,  reconverted into money.  Only if  this

conversion has been successful, can it be said that expanding capitalist reproduction

has actually taken place. This last condition leads us back to the commodity market.

Thus capitalist production and reproduction imply a constant shifting between the

place of production and the commodity market, a shuttle movement from the private

office  and the  factory  where  unauthorised  persons  are  strictly  excluded,  where  the

sovereign will of the individual capitalist is the highest law, to the commodity market

where nobody sets up any laws and where neither will nor reason assert themselves.

But it is this very licence and anarchy of the commodity market which brings home to

the individual  capitalist  that  he  is  dependent  upon society,  upon the entirety of  its

producing  and  consuming  members.  The  individual  capitalist  may  need  additional

means of production, additional labour and provisions for these workers in order to

expand reproduction, but whether he can get what he needs depends upon factors and

events beyond his control, materialising, as it were, behind his back. In order to realise

his increased aggregate of products, the individual capitalist requires a larger market

for his goods, but he has no control whatever over the actual increase of demand in

general, or of the particular demand for his special kind of good.

The conditions we have enumerated here, which all give expression to the inherent

contradiction  between  consumption  and  private  production  and  their  social

interconnection, are nothing new, and it is not only at the stage of reproduction that

they become apparent. These conditions express the general contradiction inherent in

capitalist  production.  They  involve,  however,  particular  difficulties  as  regards  the

process  of  reproduction  for  the  following  reasons.  With  regard  to  reproduction,

especially expanding reproduction, the capitalist method of production not only reveals

its general fundamental character but, what is more, it shows, in the various periods of

production,  a  definite  rhythm  within  a  continuous  progression  –  the  characteristic

interplay of individual wills. From this point of view, we must inquire in a general way
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how it is possible for every individual capitalist  to find on the market the means of

production and the labour he requires for the purpose of realising the commodities he

has produced, although there exists no social control whatever, no plan to harmonize

production and demand. This question may be answered by saying that the capitalist’s

greed for surplus value, enhanced by competition, and the automatic effects of capitalist

exploitation, lead to the production of every kind of commodity, including means of

production, and also that a growing class of proletarianised workers becomes generally

available for the purposes of capital. On the other hand, the lack of a plan in this respect

shows itself in the fact that the balance between demand and supply in all spheres can

be achieved only by  continuous deviations,  by  hourly  fluctuations  of  prices,  and by

periodical crises and changes of the market situation.

From the point of view of reproduction the question is a different one. How is  it

possible that the unplanned supply in the market for labour and means of production,

and the unplanned and incalculable changes in demand nevertheless provide adequate

quantities and qualities of means of production, labour and opportunities for selling

which the individual capitalist needs in order to make a sale? How can it be assured

that every one of these factors increases in the right proportion? Let us put the problem

more  precisely.  According  to  our  well-known  formula,  let  the  composition  of  the

individual capitalist’s production be expressed by the proportion 40c + 10v + 10s. His

constant capital is consequently four times as much as his variable capital, and the rate

of exploitation is 100 per cent. The aggregate of commodities is thus represented by a

value of 60. Let us now assume that the capitalist is in a position to capitalise and to

add to the old capital of this given composition half of his surplus value. In this case,

the formula 44c + 11v + 11s = 66 would apply to the next period of production.

Let us assume now that the capitalist can continue the annual capitalisation of half

his surplus value for a number of years. For this purpose it is not sufficient that means

of production, labour and markets in general should be forthcoming, but he must find

these  factors  in  a  proportion  that  is  strictly  in  keeping  with  his  progress  in

accumulation.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes
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(1) “If production be capitalistic in form, so, too, will be reproduction.” (Capital, Vol.1, p.578)

(2) Surplus value in our exposition is identical with profit. This is true for production as a whole,
which alone is of account in our further observations. For the time being, we shall not deal with
the further division of surplus value into its component parts: profit of enterprise, interest, and
rent, as this subdivision is immaterial to the problem of reproduction.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 2

So  far  we  have  taken  account  only  of  the  individual  capitalist  in  our  survey  of

reproduction;  he  is  its  typical  representative,  its  agent,  for  reproduction  is  indeed

brought about entirely by individual capitalist enterprises. This approach has already

shown us that the problem involves difficulties enough. Yet these difficulties increase to

an  extraordinary  degree  and  become  even  more  complicated,  when  we  turn  our

attention from the individual capitalist to the totality of capitalists.

A superficial glance suffices to show that capitalist reproduction as a social whole

must not be regarded simply as a mechanical summation of all the separate processes

of  individual  capitalist  reproduction.  We  have  seen,  for  instance,  that  one  of  the

fundamental  conditions  for  enlarged  reproduction  by  an  individual  capitalist  is  a

corresponding increase of his opportunities to sell on the commodity market. But the

individual  capitalist  may not  always  expand because of  an absolute  increase  in  the

absorptive capacity of the market, but also as a result of the competitive struggle, at the

cost of other individual capitalists. Thus one capitalist may win what another or many

others who have been shouldered from the market must write off as a loss. This process

will enable one capitalist to increase his reproduction by the amount that it compels

others by losses to restrict their own. One capitalist will be able to engage in enlarged

reproduction because others  cannot  even achieve simple  reproduction.  In  the same

way, one capitalist may enlarge his reproduction by using labour power and means of
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production which another’s bankruptcy, that is his partial or complete retirement from

reproduction, has set free.

These commonplaces prove that reproduction of the social capital as a whole is not

the same as the reproduction of the individual capitalist raised to the nth degree. They

show that the reproductive activities of individual capitalists ceaselessly cut across one

another and to a greater or smaller degree may cancel each other out.

Therefore we must clarify our concept of reproduction of capital as a whole, before

we examine the laws and mechanisms of capitalist total reproduction. We must raise

the question whether it is even possible to deduce anything like total reproduction from

the disorderly jumble of individual capitals in constant motion, changing from moment

to moment according to uncontrollable and incalculable laws, partly running a parallel

course, and partly intersecting and cancelling each other out. Can one actually talk of

total social capital of society as an entity, and if so, what is the real meaning of this

concept? That is the first question a scientific examination of the laws of reproduction

has to consider. At the dawn of economic theory and bourgeois economics, Quesnay,

the father of the Physiocrats, approached the problem with classical fearlessness and

simplicity and took it for granted that total capital exists as a real and active entity. In

his  famous  Tableau  Économique,  so  intricate  that  no  one  before  Marx  could

understand  it,  Quesnay  demonstrated  the  phases  of  the  reproduction  of  aggregate

capital with a few figures, at the same time taking into account that it must also be

considered from the aspect of commodity exchange, that is as a process of circulation.(1)

Society  as  Quesnay  sees  it  consists  of  three  classes:  the  productive  class  of

agriculturists; the sterile class containing all those who are active outside the sphere of

agriculture – industry, commerce, and the liberal professions; and lastly the class of

landowners, including the Sovereign and the collectors of tithes. The national aggregate

product materialises in the hands of the productive class as an aggregate of provisions

and raw materials to the value of some 5,000 million livres. Of this sum, 2,000 millions

represent the annual working capital of agriculture, 1,000 millions represent the annual

wear and tear of fixed capital, and 2,000 millions are the net revenue accruing to the

landowners. Apart from this total produce, the agriculturists, here conceived quite in

capitalist terms as tenant farmers, have 2,000 million livres cash in hand. Circulation

now takes place in such a way that the tenant class pay the landowners 2,000 millions

cash as rent (as the cost of  the previous period of  production).  For this  money the

landowning class  buy provisions  from the tenants  for  1,000 millions  and industrial

products from the sterile class for the remaining 1,000 millions. The tenants in their

turn buy industrial products for the 1,000 millions handed back to them, whereupon

the sterile class buy agricultural products for the 2,000 millions they have in hand: for
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1,000  millions  raw  materials  etc.,  to  replace  their  annual  working  capital,  and

provisions for the remaining 1,000 millions. Thus the money has in the end returned to

its starting point, the tenant class; the product is distributed among all classes so that

consumption is ensured for everyone; at the same time the means of production of the

sterile as well as of the productive class have been renewed and the landowning class

has  received  its  revenue.  The  prerequisites  of  reproduction  are  all  present,  the

conditions of circulation have all been fulfilled, and reproduction can start again on its

regular course.(2)

We shall  see  later  in  the course  of  our  investigation that  this  exposition,  though

showing flashes of genius, remains deficient and primitive. In any case, we must stress

here that Quesnay, on the threshold of scientific economics, had not the slightest doubt

as to the possibility of demonstrating total social capital and its reproduction. Adam

Smith, on the other hand, while giving a more profound analysis of the relations of

capital, laid out what seems like a maze when compared with the clear and sweeping

outlines of the Physiocrat conception. By his wrong analysis of prices, Smith upset the

whole foundation of the scientific demonstration of the capitalist process as a whole.

This wrong analysis of prices ruled bourgeois economics for a long time; it is the theory

which maintains that,  although the value of  a commodity represents the amount of

labour spent in its production, yet the price consists of three elements only: the wage of

labour, the profit of capital, and the rent.

As  this  obviously  must  also  apply  to  the  aggregate  of  commodities,  the  national

product,  we  are  faced  with  the  startling  discovery  that,  although  the  value  of  the

aggregate of commodities manufactured by capitalist methods represents all paid wages

together with the profits of capital and the rents, that is the aggregate surplus value,

and consequently can replace these, there is no component of value which corresponds

to the constant capital used in production. According to Smith, v + s  is the formula

expressing the value of the capitalist product as a whole. Demonstrating his view with

the example of corn, Smith says as follows:

‘These three parts (wages, profit, and rent) seem either immediately or ultimately to make

up the whole price of  corn.  A fourth part,  it  may perhaps be thought,  is  necessary for

replacing the stock of the farmer, or for compensating the wear and tear of his labouring

cattle, and other instruments of husbandry. But it must be considered that the price of any

instrument of husbandry, such as a labouring horse, is itself made up of the same three

parts: the rent of the land upon which he is reared, the labour of tending and rearing him,

and the profits of the farmer who advances both the rent of this land and the wages of this

labour.  Though  the  price  of  the  corn,  therefore,  may  pay  the  price  as  well  as  the

maintenance  of  the  horse,  the  whole  price  still  resolves  itself  either  immediately  or

ultimately into the same three parts of rent, of labour and profit.’(3)
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Sending us in this manner from ‘pillar to post’, as Marx has put it, Smith again and

again resolved constant capital into v + s. However, he had occasional doubts and from

time to time relapsed into the contrary opinion. He says in the second book:

‘It  has been shown in the first  Book, that  the price of  the greater part  of  commodities

resolves itself  into three parts,  of which one pays the wages of the labour, another the

profits of the stock, and a third the rent of the land which had been employed in producing

and bringing them to market ... Since this is the case ...  with regard to every particular

commodity,  taken  separately;  it  must  be  so  with  regard to  all  the  commodities  which

compose  the  whole  annual  produce  of  the  land  and  labour  of  every  country,  taken

complexly. The whole price or exchangeable value of that annual produce must resolve

itself into the same three parts, and be parcelled out among the different inhabitants of the

country, either as the wages of their labour, the profits of their stock, or the rent of their

land.’(4)

Here Smith hesitates and immediately below, explains; ‘But though the whole value of

the annual produce of the land and labour of every country is thus divided among and

constitutes a revenue to its different inhabitants, yet as in the rent of a private estate we

distinguish between the gross rent and the neat rent, so may we likewise in the revenue

of all the inhabitants of a great country.

‘The gross rent of a private estate comprehends whatever is paid by the farmer; the neat

rent,  what remains free to the landlord after deducting the expense of management, of

repairs, and all other necessary charges; or what without hurting his estate, he can afford

to place in his  stock reserved for immediate consumption,  or to spend upon his  table,

equipage,  the  ornaments  of  his  house  and  furniture,  his  private  enjoyments  and

amusements. His real wealth is in proportion, not to his gross, but to his net rent.

‘The gross  revenue of  all  the  inhabitants  of  a  great  country  comprehends the whole

annual produce of their land and labour; the neat revenue, what remains free to them,

after deducting the expense of maintaining, first their fixed, and, secondly, their circulating

capital,  or  what,  without  encroaching  upon their  capital,  they  can place  in  their  stock

reserved for immediate consumption, or spend upon their subsistence, conveniences, and

amusements. Their real wealth too is in proportion, not to their gross, but to their neat

revenue.’(5)

Here Smith introduces a portion of value which corresponds to constant capital, only to

eliminate it the very next moment by resolving it into wages, profits, and rents. And in

the end, the matter rests with this explanation:

‘As the machines and instruments of trade, etc which compose the fixed capital either of an

individual or of a society, make no part either of the gross or the neat revenue of either, so

money, by means of which the whole revenue of the society is regularly distributed among

all its different members, makes itself no part of that revenue.’(6)

Constant  capital,  the fixed capital  of  Adam Smith,  is  thus put  on the same level  as
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money and does not enter into the total produce of society, its gross revenue. It does

not exist within this total product as an element of value.

You cannot get blood out of a stone, and so circulation, the mutual exchange of the

total product constituted in this manner, can only lead to realisation of the wages (v)

and of the surplus value (s). However, as it cannot by any means replace the constant

capital, continued reproduction evidently must become impossible. Smith indeed knew

quite  well,  and  did  not  dream  of  denying,  that  every  individual  capitalist  requires

constant capital in addition to his wages fund, his variable capital, in order to run his

enterprise. Yet the above analysis of commodity prices, when it comes to take note of

capitalist production as a whole, allows constant capital to disappear without a trace in

a puzzling way. Thus the problem of the reproduction of capital is completely muddled

up. It is plain that if the most elementary premise of the problem, the demonstration of

social  capital  as  a  whole,  were  on the rocks,  the  whole  analysis  was  bound to  fail.

Ricardo, Say, Sismondi and others took up this erroneous theory of Adam Smith, and

they all stumbled in their observations on the problem of reproduction over this most

elementary difficulty: the demonstration of social capital.

Another difficulty is mixed up with the foregoing from the very outset of scientific

analysis. What is the nature of the total capital of a society? As regards the individual

producer, the position is clear: his capital consists of the expenses of his enterprise.

Assuming  capitalist  methods  of  production,  the  value  of  his  product  yields  him  a

surplus over and above his  expenses,  that surplus value which does not replace his

capital  but  constitute  his  net  income,  which  he  can  consume  completely  without

encroaching upon his capital and which is thus his fund of consumption. It is true that

the capitalist may save part of this net income, not consuming it himself but adding it to

his capital. But that is another matter, a new step, the formation of a new capital which

again must be replaced by subsequent reproduction and must again yield him a surplus.

In  any  case,  the  capital  of  an  individual  always  consists  of  what  he  requires  for

production, together with his advances on the running of his enterprise, and his income

is what he himself actually consumes or may consume, his fund of consumption. If we

ask a capitalist: ‘What are the wages you pay your workers?’ his answer will be: ‘They

are obviously part of my working capital.’ But if we ask: ‘What are these wages for the

workers who have received them?’ – it is impossible that he should describe them as

capital, for wages received are not capital for the workers but income, their fund of

consumption.

Let us now take another example. A manufacturer of machinery produces machines

in his factory. The annual output is a certain number of machines. In its value, however,

this annual output contains the capital advanced by the manufacturer as well as the net

income  that  has  been  earned.  Part  of  the  manufactured  machines  thus  represent
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income for the manufacturer and are destined to realise this income in the process of

circulation  and  exchange.  But  the  person  who  buys  these  machines  from  the

manufacturer does not buy them as income but in order to use them as a means of

production; for him they are capital.

These examples make it seem plausible that an object which is capital for one person

may  be  income  for  another  and  vice  versa.  How  can  it  be  possible  under  these

circumstances to construct anything in the nature of a total capital of society? Indeed

almost every scientific economist up to the time of Marx concluded that there is no

social capital.(7) Smith was still doubtful, undecided, vacillating about this question; so

was Ricardo. But already Say declared categorically:

‘It is in this way that the total value of products is distributed amongst the members of the

community; I say, the total value because such part of the whole value produced, as does

not go to one of the consuming producers, is received by the rest. The clothier buys wool of

the farmer, pays his workmen in every department, and sells the cloth, the result of their

united exertion, at a price that reimburses all his advances, and affords himself a profit. He

never reckons as profit, or as the revenue of his own industry, anything more than the net

surplus,  after  deducting  all  charges  and outgoings;  but  those  outgoings  are  merely  an

advance of their respective revenues to the previous producers, which are refunded by the

gross value of the cloth. The price paid to the farmer for his wool is the compound of the

several  revenues of the cultivator,  the shepherd and the landlord. Although the farmer

reckons as net produce only the surplus remaining after payment of his landlord and his

servants in husbandry, yet to them these payments are items of revenue – rent to the one

and wages to the other – to the one, the revenue of the land, to the other, the revenue of his

industry. The aggregate of all these is defrayed out of the value of the cloth, the whole of

which forms the revenue of some one or other, and is entirely absorbed in that way. –

Whence it appears that the term net produce applies only to the individual revenue of each

separate producer or adventurer in industry, but that the aggregate of individual revenue,

the total revenue of the community, is equal to the gross produce of its land, capital and

industry,  which entirely subverts the system of the economists of the last century, who

considered nothing but the net produce of  the  land as farming revenue, and therefore

concluded, that this net produce was all that the community had to consume; instead of

closing with the obvious inference, that the whole of what had been created, may also be

consumed by mankind.’(8)

Say proves his theory in his own peculiar fashion. Whereas Adam Smith tried to give a

proof by referring each private capital unit to its place of production in order to resolve

it into a mere product of labour, but conceived of every product of labour in strictly

capitalist terms as a sum of paid and unpaid labour, as v + s, and thus came to resolve

the total product of society into v + s; Say, of course, is cocksure enough to ‘correct’

these classical errors by inflating them into common vulgarities. His argument is based

upon the fact that the entrepreneur at every stage of production pays other people, the

representatives of previous stages of production, for the means of production which are
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capital for him, and that these people in their turn put part of this payment into their

own  pockets  as  their  income  and  partly  use  it  to  recoup  themselves  for  expenses

advanced in order to provide yet another set of people with an income. Say converts

Adam Smith’s  endless  chain of  labour  processes  into  an equally  unending chain of

mutual  advances  on  income  and  their  repayment  from  the  proceeds  of  sales.  The

worker  appears  here  as  the  absolute  equal  of  the  entrepreneur.  He has  his  income

advanced in the form of wages, paying for it in turn by the labour he performs. Thus the

final value of  the aggregate social product appears as the sum of a large number of

advanced incomes and is spent in the process of exchange on repayment of all these

advances.  It  is  characteristic  of  Say’s  superficiality  that  he  illustrates  the  social

connections of capitalist reproduction by the example of watch manufacture – a branch

of production which at that time and partly even to-day is pure ‘manufacture’ where

every worker is also an entrepreneur on a small scale and the process of production of

surplus value is masked by a series of  successive acts  of  exchange typical  of  simple

commodity production.

Thus Say gives an extremely crude expression to the confusion inaugurated by Adam

Smith. The aggregate of annual social produce can be completely resolved as regards its

value into a sequence of various incomes. Therefore it is completely consumed every

year. It remains an enigma how production can be taken up again without capital and

means of production, and capitalist reproduction appears to be an insoluble problem.

If  we  compare  the  varying  approaches  to  the  problem  from  the  time  of  the

Physiocrats to that of Adam Smith, we cannot fail to recognise partial progress as well

as  partial  regression.  The  main  characteristic  of  the  economic  conception  of  the

Physiocrats  was  their  assumption  that  agriculture  alone  creates  a  surplus,  that  is

surplus value, and that agricultural labour is the only kind of labour which is productive

in the capitalist sense of the term. Consequently we see in the Tableau Économique

that the unproductive class of industrial workers creates value only to the extent of the

same  2,000  million  livres  which  it  consumes  as  raw  materials  and  foodstuffs.

Consequently, too, in the process of exchange, the total of manufactured products is

divided  into  two parts,  one  of  which goes  to  the tenant  class  and the other  to  the

landowning class, while the manufacturing class does not consume its own products.

Thus  in  the  value  of  its  commodities,  the  manufacturing  class  reproduces,  strictly

speaking,  only that circulating capital  which has  been consumed, and no income is

created  for  the  class  of  entrepreneurs.  The  only  income of  society  that  comes  into

circulation in excess of all capital advances, is created in agriculture and is consumed by

the landowning class in the form of rents; while even the tenant class do no more than

replace their  capital:  to wit,  1,000 million livres interest  from the fixed capital  and

2,000 million circulating capital, two-thirds being raw materials and foodstuffs,  and
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one-third industrial products. Further it is striking that it is in agriculture alone that

Quesnay assumes the existence of fixed capital which he calls avances primitives  as

distinct from avances annuelles. Industry, as he sees it, apparently works without any

fixed capital, only with circulating capital turned over each year, and consequently does

not create in its annual output of commodities any element of value for making good

the wear and tear of fixed capital (such as premises, tools, and so on).(9)

In contrast with this obvious defect,  the English classical  school  shows a decisive

advance above all in proclaiming every kind of labour as productive, thus revealing the

creation of surplus value in manufacture as well as in agriculture. We say: the English

classical school, because on this point Adam Smith himself occasionally relapses quietly

into the Physiocrat point of view. It is only Ricardo who develops the theory of the value

of labour as highly and logically as it could advance within the limits of the bourgeois

approach. The consequence is that we must assume all capital investment to produce

annual surplus value, in the manufacturing part of social production as a whole no less

than in agriculture.(10)

On the other hand, the discovery of the productive, value-creating property of every

kind  of  labour,  alike  in  agriculture  and  in  manufacture,  suggested  to  Smith  that

agricultural labour, too, must produce, apart from the rent for the landowning class, a

surplus for the tenant class over and above the total of their capital expenses. Thus, in

addition to the replacement of capital, an annual income of the tenant class comes into

being. (11)

Lastly,  by  a  systematic  elaboration  of  the  concepts  of  avances  primitives  and

avances annuelles introduced by Quesnay, which he calls fixed and circulating capital,

Smith  has  made  clear,  among  other  things,  that  the  manufacturing  side  of  social

production requires a fixed as well as a circulating capital. Thus he was well on the way

to restoring to order the concepts of capital and revenue of society, and to describing

them in precise terms. The following exposition represents the highest level of clarity

which he achieved in this respect:

‘Though the whole annual produce of the land and labour of every country is, no doubt,

ultimately destined for supplying the consumption of its inhabitants and for procuring a

revenue to them, yet when it first comes either from the ground or from the hands of the

productive labourer, it naturally divides itself into two parts. One of them, and frequently

the  largest,  is,  in  the  first  place,  destined  for  replacing  a  capital,  or  for  renewing  the

provisions, materials, and finished work, which had been withdrawn from a capital; the

other for constituting a revenue either to the owner of this capital, as the profit of his stock,

or to some other person; as the rent of his land.’(12)

‘The gross revenue of all the inhabitants of a great country comprehends the whole annual

produce  of  their  land  and  labour;  the  neat  revenue,  what  remains  free  to  them  after
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deducting the  expense of  maintaining,  first,  their  fixed,  and secondly,  their  circulating

capital;  or  what,  without  encroaching upon their  capital,  they  can place  in  their  stock

reserved for immediate consumption, or spend upon their subsistence, conveniences, and

amusements. Their real wealth too is in proportion, not to their gross, but to their neat

revenue.’(13)

The concepts of total  capital and income appear here in a more comprehensive and

stricter form than in the Tableau Économique. The one-sided connection of social

income with agriculture is severed and social income becomes a broader concept; and a

broader concept of capital in its two forms, fixed and circulating capital, is made the

basis  of  social  production  as  a  whole.  Instead  of  the  misleading  differentiation  of

production into  two departments,  agriculture  and industry,  other  categories  of  real

importance are here brought to the fore: the distinction between capital and income

and the distinction, further, between fixed and circulating capital.

Now Smith proceeds to a further analysis of the mutual relations of these categories

and  of  how  they  change  in  the  course  of  the  social  process,  in  production  and

circulation  –  in  the  reproductive  process  of  society.  He  emphasises  here  a  radical

distinction between fixed and circulating capital from the point of view of the society:

‘The whole expense of maintaining the fixed capital must evidently be excluded from the

neat  revenue of  the society. Neither the materials necessary for supporting their useful

machines and instruments of trade, their profitable buildings, etc., nor the produce of the

labour necessary for fashioning those materials into the proper form, can ever make any

part  of  it.  The  price  of  that  labour  may indeed make a  part  of  it,  as  the  workmen so

employed may place the whole value of their wages in their stock reserved for immediate

consumption. But in other sorts of labour, both the price and the produce go to this stock,

the price to that of the workmen, the produce to that of other people whose subsistence,

convenience and amusements are augmented by the labour of those workmen.’(14)

Here Smith comes up against the important distinction between workers who produce

means  of  production  and  those  who  produce  consumer  goods.  With  regard  to  the

former he remarks that they create the value – destined to replace their wages and to

serve as their income – in the form of means of production such as raw materials and

instruments which in their natural form cannot be consumed. With regard to the latter

category of workers, Smith observes that conversely the total product, or better that

part  of  value  contained  in  it  which  replaces  the  wages,  the  income of  the  workers

together with its other remaining value, appears here in the form of consumer goods.

(The real meaning latent in this conclusion, though Smith does not say so explicitly, is

that  the  part  of  the  product  which  represents  the  fixed  capital  employed  in  its

production appears likewise in this form.) In the further course of our investigation we

shall see how close Smith has here come to the vantage point from which Marx tackled

the  problem.  The  general  conclusion,  however,  maintained  by  Smith  without  any
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further  examination  of  the  fundamental  question,  is  that,  in  any  case,  whatever  is

destined for the preservation and renewal of the fixed capital of society cannot be added

to society’s net income.

The position is different with regard to circulating capital.

‘But  though  the  whole  expenses  of  maintaining  the  fixed  capital  is  thus  necessarily

excluded  from  the  neat  revenue  of  the  society,  it  is  not  the  same  case  with  that  of

maintaining  the  circulating  capital.  Of  the  four  parts  of  which  this  latter  capital  is

composed, money, provisions, materials and finished work, the three last, it has already

been observed, are regularly withdrawn from it and placed either in the fixed capital of the

society, or in their stock reserved for immediate consumption. Whatever portion of those

consumable goods is not employed in maintaining the former, goes all to the latter, and

makes a part of the neat revenue of the society, besides what is necessary for maintaining

the fixed capital.’(15)

We see that Smith here simply includes in this category of circulating capital everything

but the fixed capital already employed, that is to say, foodstuffs and raw materials and

in part commodities which, according to their natural form, belong to the replacement

of  fixed  capital.  Thus  he  has  made  the  concept  of  circulating  capital  vague  and

ambiguous.  But  a  further  and  most  important  distinction  crops  up  and  cuts  right

through this conception:

‘The circulating capital of a society is in this respect different from that of an individual.

That of an individual is totally excluded from making any part of his neat revenue, which

must consist altogether in his profits. ‘But though the circulating capital of every individual

makes a part of that of the society to which he belongs, it is not upon that account totally

excluded from making a part likewise of their neat revenues.’(16)

In the following illustration Smith expounds what he means:

‘Though the whole goods in a merchant’s shop must by no means be placed in his own

stock reserved for immediate consumption, they may in that of other people, who, from a

revenue derived from other funds, may regularly replace their value to him, together with

its profits, without occasioning any diminution either of his capital or theirs.’(17)

Here Smith has established fundamental categories with regard to the reproduction and

movement of circulating social capital. Fixed and circulating capital, private and social

capital,  private  and  social  revenue,  means  of  production  and  consumer  goods,  are

marked put as comprehensive categories, and their real, objective interrelation is partly

indicated and partly drowned in the subjective and theoretical contradictions of Smith’s

analysis.  The concise,  strict,  and classically  clear scheme of the Physiocrat theory is

dissolved here into a disorderly jumble of concepts and relations which at first glance

appears an absolute chaos. But we may already perceive new connections within the

social process of reproduction, understood by Smith in a deeper, wore modern and vital

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.2) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

10 of 13 9/20/2018, 9:36 PM



way than was within Quesnay’s grasp, though, like Michelangelo’s slave in the unhewn

block of marble, they are still inchoate.

This is the only illustration Smith gives of  this problem. But at the same time he

attacks it from another angle – by an analysis of value. This very same theory which

represents an advance beyond the Physiocrats – the theory that it is an essential quality

of  all  labour  to  create  value;  the  strictly  capitalist  distinction  between  paid  labour

replacing  wages,  and  unpaid  labour  creating  surplus  value;  and,  finally,  the  strict

division of surplus value into its two main categories, of profit and rent all this progress

from the analysis of  the Physiocrats leads Smith to the strange proposition that the

price of every commodity consists of wages, plus profits, plus rent, or, in Marx’s short-

hand, of v  + s.  In consequence, the commodities annually produced by society as a

whole can be resolved completely, as to value, into the two components: wages and

surplus value. Here the category of  capital  has disappeared all  of  a  sudden; society

produces nothing but income, nothing but consumer goods, which it  also consumes

completely. Reproduction without capital becomes a paradox, and the treatment of the

problem  as  a  whole  has  taken  an  immense  backward  step  against  that  of  the

Physiocrats.

The followers of  Adam Smith have tackled this  twofold theory from precisely the

wrong approach. Before Marx nobody concerned himself with the important beginnings

of  an  exact  exposition  of  the  problem  in  Smith’s  second  book,  while  most  of  his

followers jealously preserved Smith’s radically wrong analysis of prices, accepting it,

like  Ricardo,  without  question,  or  else,  like  Say,  elaborating it  into a  trite  doctrine.

Where Smith raised fruitful  doubts and stimulating contradictions, Say flaunted the

opinionated presumption of a commonplace mind. Smith’s observation that the capital

of one person may be the revenue of another induced Say to proclaim every distinction

between capital and income on the social scale to be absurd. The absurdity, however,

that income should completely absorb the total value of annual production which is

thus consumed completely, assumes in Say’s treatment the character of an absolutely

valid  dogma.  If  society  annually  consumes  its  own total  product  completely,  social

reproduction  without  any  means  of  production  whatever  must  become  an  annual

repetition of the Miracle of the Creation.

In this state the problem of reproduction remained up to the time of Karl Marx.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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Footnotes

(1)  ‘Quesnay’s Tableau Économique  shows ...  how the result  of  national  production in a
certain year, amounting to some definite value, is distributed by means of the circulation in
such a way, that ... reproduction can take place ... The innumerable individual acts of circulation
are at once viewed in their characteristic social mass movement – the circulation between great
social classes distinguished by their economic function’ (Capital, Vol.2, p.414).

(2) Cf. Analyse du Tableau Économique, in Journal de l’Agriculture, du Commerce
et  des  Finances,  by  Dupont  (1766),  pp.  305ff.  in  Oncken’s  edition  of  Œuvres  de  F.
Quesnay.  Quesnay remarks explicitly that  circulation as he describes it  is based upon two
conditions: unhampered trade, and a system of taxation applying only to rent: ‘Yet these facts
have indispensable conditions; that the freedom of commerce sustains the sale of products at a
good price, and moreover, that the farmer need not pay any other direct or indirect charges but
this income, part of which, say two sevenths, must form the revenue of the Sovereign’ (op. cit.,
p.311).

(3) Adam Smith, An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (ed.
McCulloch, Edinburgh-London 1828), vol.i, pp.86-8.

(4) Op. cit., vol.ii, pp.17-18.

(5) Ibid., pp.18-19.

(6) Ibid., p.23.

(7) As to the concept of ‘national capital’ specific to Rodbertus, see below, ch16.htm.

(8) J.B. Say, A Treatise on Political Economy (transl. by C.R. Prinsep, vol.ii, London 1821),
pp.75-7.

(9) Attention must be drawn to the fact that Mirabeau in his Explications on the Tableau
Économique  explicitly  mentions the fixed capital  of  the unproductive class:  ‘The primary
advances of this class, for the establishment of manufactures, for instruments, machines, mills,
smithies  (ironworks)  and  other  factories  ...  (amount  to)  2,000  million  livres’  (Tableau
Économique avec ses Explications, 1760, p.82). In his confusing sketch of the Tableau
itself, Mirabeau, too, fails to take this fixed capital of the sterile class into account.

(10) Smith accordingly arrives at this general formulation: ‘The value which the workmen add to
the materials, therefore, resolves itself in this case into two parts, of which the one pays their
wages, the other the profits of their employer upon the whole stock of materials and wages
which he advanced’ (op. cit., vol.i, p.8). Further, in Book II, chap.8, on industrial labour in
particular: ‘The labour of a manufacturer adds generally to the value of the materials which he
works upon, that of his own maintenance and of his master’s profit. The labour of a menial
servant, on the contrary, adds to the value of nothing. Though the manufacturer has his wages
advanced to him by his master, he in reality costs him no expense, the value of those wages
being generally restored, together with a profit, in the improved value of the subject upon which
his labour is bestowed’ (op. cit., vol.ii, pp.93-4).

(11) ‘The labourers ... therefore, employed in agriculture, not only occasion, like the workmen in
manufactures, the reproduction of a value equal to their own consumption, or to the capital
which employs them; together with its owner’s profit, but of a much greater value. Over and
above, the capital of the farmer and all its profits, they regularly occasion the reproduction of
the rent of the landlord’ (ibid., p.149).
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(12) Ibid., pp.97-8. Yet already in the following sentence Smith converts capital completely into
wages, that is variable capital: ‘That part of the annual produce of the land and labour of any
country  which  replaces  a  capital,  never  is  immediately  employed  to  maintain  any  but
productive  hands.  It  pays  the  wages  of  productive  labour  only.  That  which  is  immediately
destined for constituting a revenue, either as profit or as rent, may maintain indifferently either
productive or unproductive hands’ (ibid., p.98).

(13) Ibid., p.19.

(14) Ibid., pp.19-20.

(14) Ibid., pp.21-22.

(16) Ibid., p.22.

(17) Ibid.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 3

LET us recapitulate the conclusions to which Smith’s analysis has brought us:

There is a fixed capital of society, no part of which enters into its net revenue. This

fixed capital consists in ‘the materials necessary for supporting their useful

machines and instruments of trade’ and ‘the produce of labour necessary for

fashioning those materials into the proper form’.(1) By singling out the production

of such fixed capital as of a special kind, and explicitly contrasting it with the

production of consumer goods, Smith in effect transformed fixed capital into what

Marx calls ‘constant capital’ – that part of capital which consists of all material

means of production, as opposed to labour power.

1. 

There is a circulating capital of society. After eliminating the part of fixed, or

constant, capital, there remains only the category of consumer goods; these are

not capital for society but net revenue, a fund of consumption.

2. 

Capital and net revenue of an individual do not strictly correspond with capital

and net revenue of society. What is nothing but fixed, or constant capital for

society as a whole cannot be capital for the individual; it must be revenue, too, a

fund of consumption, comprising as it does those parts of fixed capital which

represent the workers’ wages and the capitalists’ profits. On the other hand, the

circulating capital of the individuals cannot be capital for society but must be

revenue, especially in so far as it takes the form of provisions.

3. 

As regards the value of the total annual social product, no trace of capital remains.

It can be resolved completely into the three kinds of income: wages, profits of

capital, and rents.

4. 

If  we tried from this haphazard collection of  odd ideas to build up a picture of the

annual  reproduction  of  total  social  capital,  and  of  its  mechanism,  we  should  soon

despair of our task. Indeed, all these observations leave us infinitely remote from the
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solution  of  the  problem  how  social  capital  is  annually  renewed,  how  everybody’s

consumption is ensured by his income, while the individuals can nevertheless adhere to

their own points of view on capital and income. Yet if we wish to appreciate fully Marx’s

contribution  to  the  elucidation  of  this  problem,  we  must  be  fully  aware  of  all  this

confusion of ideas, the mass of conflicting points of view.

Let us begin with Adam Smith’s last thesis which alone would suffice to wreck the

treatment of the problem of reproduction in classical economics.

Smith’s basic principle is that the total produce of society, when we consider its value,

resolves itself completely into wages, profits and rents: this conception is deeply rooted

in  his  scientific  theory  that  value  is  nothing  but  the  product  of  labour.  All  labour

performed, however, is wage labour. This identification of human labour with capitalist

wage  labour  is  indeed  the  classical  element  in  Smith’s  doctrine.  The  value  of  the

aggregate product of society comprises both the recompense for wages advanced and a

surplus  from  unpaid  labour  appearing  as  profit  for  the  capitalist  and  rent  for  the

landowner. What holds good for the individual commodity must hold good equally for

the aggregate of commodities. The whole mass of commodities produced by society –

taken as a quantity of value – is nothing but a product of labour, of paid as well as

unpaid labour, and thus it is also to be completely resolved into wages, profits,  and

rents.

It is of course true that raw materials, instruments, and the like, must be taken into

consideration  in  connection  with  all  labour.  Yet  is  it  not  true  also  that  these  raw

materials and instruments in their turn are equally products of labour which again may

have been paid or unpaid? We may go back as far as we choose, we may twist and turn

the problem as  much as  we like,  yet  we shall  find  no  element  in  the value  of  any

commodity – and therefore none in the price – which cannot be resolved purely in

terms of human labour. We can distinguish, however, two parts in all labour: one part

repays the wages and the other accrues to the capitalist  and landlord. There seems

nothing left  but  wages  and profits  – and yet,  there  is  capital,  individual  and social

capital. How can we overcome this blatant contradiction? The fact that Marx himself

stubbornly pursued this  matter for  a long time without getting anywhere at  first  as

witness his Theories of the Surplus Value,(2) proves that this theoretical problem is

indeed extremely hard to solve. Yet the solution he eventually hit  on was strikingly

successful, and it is based upon his theory of value. Adam Smith was perfectly right:

nothing  but  labour  constitutes  the  value  of  the  individual  commodity  and  of  the

aggregate of commodities. He was equally right in saying that from a capitalist point of

view all labour is either paid labour which restores the wages, or unpaid labour which,

as surplus value, accrues to the various classes owning the means of production. What
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he forgot, however, or rather overlooked, is the fact that, apart from being able to create

new value, labour can also transfer to the new commodities the old values incorporated

in the means of production employed. A baker’s working day of ten hours is, from the

capitalist  point  of  view,  divided  into  paid  and  unpaid  hours,  into  v  +  s.  But  the

commodity produced in these ten hours will represent a greater value than that of ten

hours’ labour, for it will also contain the value of the flour, of the oven which is used, of

the premises, of the fuel and so on, in short the value of all the means of production

necessary for baking. Under one condition alone could the value of any one commodity

be strictly equal to v  + s;  if  a  man were to work in mid-air,  without raw materials;

without  tool’s  or  workshop.  But  since  all  work  on  materials  (material  labour)

presupposes means of production of some sort which themselves result from preceding

labour, the value of this past labour is of necessity transferred to the new product.

The process in question does not only take place in capitalist production; it is the

general  foundation  of  human  labour,  quite  independent  of  the  historical  form  of

society.  The handling  of  man-made  tools  is  a  fundamental  characteristic  of  human

civilisation. The concept of past labour which precedes all new labour and prepares its

basis,  expresses  the  nexus  between  man  and  nature  evolved  in  the  history  of

civilisation. This is the eternal chain of closely interwoven labouring efforts of human

society,  the  beginnings  of  which  are  lost  in  the  grey  dawn  of  the  socialisation  of

mankind, and the termination of which would imply the end of the whole of civilised

mankind. Therefore we have to picture all human labour as performed with the help of

tools which themselves are already products of antecedent labour. Every new product

thus contains not only the new labour whereby it is given its final form, but also past

labour which had supplied the materials for it, the instruments of labour and so forth.

In  the  production  of  value,  that  is  commodity  production  into  which  capitalist

production also enters, this phenomenon is not suspended, it only receives a particular

expression.  Here  the  labour  which  produces  commodities  assumes  a  twofold

characteristic:  it  is  on the  one  hand useful  concrete  labour  of  some kind or  other,

creating the useful object, the value-in-use. On the other hand, it is abstract, general,

socially  necessary  labour  and as  such  creates  value.  In  its  first  aspect  it  does  what

labour has always done: it transfers to the new product past labour, incorporated in the

means of production employed, with this distinction only, that this past labour, too,

now appears as value, as old value. In its second aspect, labour creates new value which,

in capitalist terms, can be reduced to paid and unpaid labour, to v + s. Thus the value of

every commodity must contain old value which has been transferred by labour qua

useful concrete labour from the means of production to the commodity, as well as the

new value, created by the same labour qua  socially  necessary labour merely as  this

labour is expended hour by hour.
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This distinction was beyond Smith: he did not differentiate the twofold character of

value-creating labour.  Marx once claimed to have discovered the ultimate source of

Smith’s  strange  dogma  –  that  the  aggregate  of  produced  values  can  be  completely

resolved into  v  +  s  –  in  his  fundamentally  erroneous theory  of  value.(3)  Failure  to

differentiate between the two aspects of commodity-producing labour as concrete and

useful labour on the one hand, and abstract and socially necessary labour on the other,

indeed  forms  one  of  the  most  important  characteristics  of  the  theory  of  value  as

conceived not only by Smith but by all members of the classical school.

Disregarding  all  social  consequences,  classical  economics  recognised  that  human

labour alone is the factor which creates value, and it worked out this theory to that

degree  of  clarity  which  we  meet  in  Ricardo’s  formulation.  There  is  a  fundamental

distinction, however, between Marx’s theory of value and Ricardo’s, a distinction which

has been misunderstood not only by bourgeois economists but also in most cases by the

popularisers of Marx’s doctrine: Ricardo, conceiving as he did, of bourgeois economy in

terms of natural law, believed also that the creation of value, too, is a natural property

of human labour, of the specific and concrete labour of the individual human being.

This view is even more blatantly revealed in the writings of  Adam Smith who for

instance declares what he calls the ‘propensity to exchange’ to be a quality peculiar to

human  nature,  having  looked  for  it  in  vain  in  animals,  particularly  in  dogs.  And

although he doubted the existence of  the propensity to exchange in animals,  Smith

attributed to animal as well as human labour the facility of creating value, especially

when he occasionally relapses into the Physiocrat doctrine:

‘No equal capital puts into motion a greater quantity of productive labour than that of the

farmer.  Not  any  of  his  labouring  servants,  but  his  labouring  cattle,  are  productive

labourers ...’(4)

‘The labourers and labouring cattle, therefore, employed in agriculture, not only occasion,

like  the  workmen  in  manufactures,  the  reproduction  of  a  value  equal  to  their  own

consumption, or to the capital which employs them, together with its owner’s profits, but

of a much greater value: Over and above the capital of the farmer and all its profits, they

regularly occasion the reproduction of the rent of the landlord.”(5)

Smith’s belief that the creation of value is a direct physiological property of labour, a

manifestation of the animal organism in man, finds its most vivid expression here. Just

as the spider produces its web from its own body, so labouring man produces value –

labouring man pure and simple,  every man who produces  useful  objects  – because

labouring man is by birth a producer of commodities; in the same way human society is

founded by nature on the exchange of commodities, and a commodity economy is the

normal form of human economy.
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It was left to Marx to recognise that a given value covers a definite social relationship

which  develops  under  definite  historical  conditions.  Thus  he  came  to  discriminate

between the two aspects of commodity-producing labour: concrete individual labour

and socially necessary labour. When this distinction is made, the solution of the money

problem becomes clear also, as though a spotlight had been turned on it.

Marx had to establish a dynamic distinction in the course of  history between the

commodity producer and the labouring man, in order to distinguish the twin aspects of

labour  which  appear  static  in  bourgeois  economy.  He  had  to  discover  that  the

production of commodities is a definite historical form of social production before he

could  decipher  the  hieroglyphics  of  capitalist  economy.  In  a  word,  Marx  had  to

approach the problem with methods of deduction diametrically opposed to those of the

classical school, he had in his approach to renounce the latter’s faith in the human and

normal element in bourgeois production and to recognise their historical transience: he

had  to  reverse  the  metaphysical  deductions  of  the  classics  into  their  opposite,  the

dialectical.

On this showing Smith could not possibly have arrived at a clear distinction between

the two aspects of value-creating labour, which on the one hand transfers the old value

incorporated in the means of production to the new product, and on the other hand

creates new value at the same time. Moreover, there seems to be yet another source of

his dogma that total value can be completely resolved into v + s. We should be wrong to

assume that Smith lost sight of the fact that every commodity produced contains not

only the value created by its  production,  but also the values incorporated in all  the

means of production that had been spent upon it in the process of manufacturing it. By

the very fact that he continually refers us from one stage of production to a former one

– sending us, as Marx complains, from pillar to post, in order to show the complete

divisibility of the aggregate value into v + s – Smith proves himself well aware of the

point. What is strange in this connection is that he again and again resolves the old

value of the means of production, too, into v + s, so as finally to cover the whole value

contained in the commodity.

‘In the price of corn, for example, one part pays the rent of the landlord, another pays the

wages of maintenance of the labourers and labouring cattle employed in producing it, and

the third pays the profit of the farmer. These three parts (wages, profit, and rent) seem

either immediately or ultimately to make up the whole price of corn. A fourth part, it may

perhaps be thought, is necessary for replacing the stock of the farmer, or for compensating

the wear and tear of his labouring cattle and other instruments of husbandry. But it must

be considered that the price of any instrument of husbandry, such as a labouring horse, is

itself made up of the same three parts: the rent of the land upon which he is reared, the

labour of tending and rearing him, and the profits of the farmer who advances both the

rent of this land and the wages of this labour. Though the price of the corn, therefore, may
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pay the price as well as the maintenance of the horse, the whole price still resolves itself

either immediately or ultimately into the same three parts of rent, of labour, and profit.’(6)

Apparently Smith’s confusion arose from the following premises: first, that all labour is

performed with the help of means of production of some kind or other – yet what are

these means of production associated with any given labour (such as raw materials and

tools) if not the product of previous labour? Flour is a means of production to which the

baker adds new labour. Yet flour is the result of the miller’s, work, and in his hands it

was not a means of production but the very product, in the same way as no the bread

and pastries are the product of the baker. This product, flour, again presupposes grain

as a means of production, arid if we go one step further back this corn is not a means of

production in the hands of  the farmer but the product.  It  is  impossible to find any

means of production in which value is embodied, without it being itself the product of

some previous labour.

Secondly, speaking in terms of capitalism, it follows further that all capital which has

been completely  used up in  the manufacture  of  any commodity,  can in  the end be

resolved into a certain quantity of performed labour.

Thirdly, the total value of the commodity, including all capital advances, can readily

be resolved in this manner into a certain quantity of  labour. What is true for every

commodity, must go also for the aggregate of commodities produced by a society in the

course  of  a  year;  its  aggregate  value  can  similarly  be  resolved  into  a  quantity  of

performed labour.

Fourthly, all labour performed under capitalist conditions is . divided into two parts:

paid labour which restores the wages advanced, and unpaid labour which creates profit

and  rent,  or  surplus  value.  All  labour  carried  out  under  capitalist  conditions  thus

corresponds to our formula v + s.(7)

All  the  arguments  outlined  above  are  perfectly  correct  and  unassailable.  Smith

handled  them  in  a  manner  which  proves  his  scientific  analysis  consistent  and

undeviating, and his conceptions of value and surplus value a distinct advance on the

Physiocrat approach. Only occasionally, in his third thesis, he went astray in his final

conclusion,  saying  that  the  aggregate  value  of  the  annually  produced  aggregate  of

commodities can be resolved into the labour of that very year, although he himself had

been acute  enough to  admit  elsewhere  that  the  value  of  the  commodities  a  nation

produces in the course of one year necessarily includes the labour of former years as

well, that is the labour embodied in the means of production which have been handed

down.

But even if the four statements enumerated are perfectly correct in themselves, the
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conclusion Smith draws from them – that  the  total  value of  every  commodity,  and

equally of the annual aggregate of commodities in a society, can be resolved entirely

into  v  +  s  –  is  absolutely  wrong.  He  has  the  right  idea  that  the  whole  value  of  a

commodity represents nothing but social labour, yet identifies it with a false principle,

that all value is nothing but v + s. The formula v + s expresses the function of living

labour under capitalism, or rather its double function, first to restore the wages, or the

variable capital, and secondly, to create surplus value for the capitalist. Wage labour

fulfils this function whilst it is employed by the capitalists, in virtue of the fact that the

value  of  the  commodities  is  realised  in  cash.  The capitalist  takes  back  the  variable

capital he had advanced in form of wages, and he pockets the surplus value as well.

v + s therefore expresses the relation between wage labour and capitalist, a relationship

that is terminated in every instance as soon as the process of commodity production is

finished. Once the commodity is sold, and the relation v + s is realised for the capitalist

in cash, the whole relationship is wiped out and leaves no traces on the commodity. If

we examine the commodity and its  value,  we cannot  ascertain whether it  has  been

produced by paid or by unpaid labour, nor in what proportion these have contributed.

Only one fact is beyond doubt: the commodity contains a certain quantity of socially

necessary labour which is expressed in its exchange. It is completely immaterial for the

act  of  exchange as well  as  for  the  use  of  the  commodity whether  the labour which

produced it could be resolved into v + s or not. In the act of exchange all that matters is

that the commodity represents value, and only its concrete qualities, its usefulness, are

relevant to the use we make of it. Thus the formula v + s only expresses, as it were, the

intimate relationship between capital and labour, the social function of wage labour,

and in the actual product this is completely wiped out. It is different with the constant

capital which has been advanced and invested in means of production, because every

activity of  labour requires certain raw materials,  tools,  and buildings. The capitalist

character of this state of affairs is expressed by the fact that these means of production

appear as capital, as c, as the property of a person other than the labourer, divorced

from  labour,  the  property  of  those  who,  themselves  do  not,  work.  Secondly,  the

constant capital c, a mere advance laid out for the purpose of creating surplus value,

appears here only as the foundation of v + s. Yet the concept of constant capital involves

more than this: it expresses the function of the means of production in the process of

human labour, quite independently of all its historical or social forms. Everybody must

have raw materials and working tools, the means of production, be it the South Sea

Islander for making his family canoe, the communist peasant community in India for

the cultivation of their communal land, the Egyptian fellah for tilling his village lands or

for building Pharaoh’s pyramids, the Greek slave in the small workshops of Athens, the

feudal serf, the master craftsman of the medieval guild, or the modern wage labourer.

They  all  require  means  of  production  which,  having  resulted  from  human  labour,

express the link between human labour and natural matter, and constitute the eternal
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and universal prerequisites of the human process of production in the formula c + v + s

stands for a certain function of the means of production which is not wiped out in the

succession of  the  labour process.  Whereas it  is  completely  immaterial,  for  both the

exchange and the actual use made of a commodity, whether it has been produced by

paid or by unpaid labour, by wage labour, slave labour, forced labour or any other kind

of labour; on the other hand, it is of decisive importance, as for using it, whether the

commodity is itself a means of production or a consumer good. Whether paid or unpaid

labour has been employed in the production of a machine, matters to the machinery

manufacturer and to his workers, but only to them; for society, when it acquires this

machine  by  an  act  of  exchange,  only  the  quality  of  this  machine  as  a  means  of

production, only its function in the process of production is of importance. Just as every

producing society, since time immemorial, has had to give due regard to the important

function of the means of production by arranging, in each period of production, for the

manufacture  of  the  means  of  production requisite  for  the  next  period,  so  capitalist

society, too, cannot achieve its annual production of value to accord with the formula

v + s  – which indicates the exploitation of wage labour – unless there exists, as the

result of the preceding period, the quantity of means of production necessary to make

up the constant capital. This specific connection of each past period of production with

the period following forms the universal and eternal foundation of the social process of

reproduction and consists  in  the fact  that  in  every  period parts  of  the  produce are

destined to became the means of production for the succeeding period: but this relation

remained hidden from Smith’s sight. He was not interested in means of production in

respect of their specific function within the process to which they are applied; he was

only concerned with them in so far as they are like any other commodity, themselves

the  product  of  wage  labour  that  has  been  employed  in  a  capitalist  manner.  The

specifically  capitalist  function  of  wage  labour  in  the  productive  process  completely

obscured for him the eternal and universal function of the means of production within

the labour process. His narrow bourgeois approach overlooked completely the general

relations  between  man and nature  underneath the specific  social  relations  between

capital and wage labour. Here, it  seems, is the real source of Adam Smith’s strange

dogma, that the total value of the annual social product can be resolved into v + s. He

overlooked the fact  that c  as  the first link in the formula c  + v  + s  is  the  essential

expression of the general social foundation of exploitation of wage labour by capital.

We conclude that the value of every commodity must be expressed by the formula

c  + v  + s.  The question now arises how far this formula applies to the aggregate of

commodities within a society.  Let us turn to the doubts expressed by Smith on this

point, the statement that an individual’s fixed and circulating capital and his revenue do

not strictly correspond to the same categories from the point of view of society. (Cf.

above, p.64, no.3.) What is circulating capital for one person is not capital for another,
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but revenue, as for instance capital advances for wages. This statement is based upon

an error. If the capitalist pays wages to the workers, he does not abandon his variable

capital  and  let  it  stray  into  the  workers’  hands,  to  become  their  income.  He  only

exchanges the value-form of his variable capital against its natural form, labour power.

The variable capital remains always in the hand of the capitalist, first as money, and

then as labour power, to revert to him later together with the surplus value as the cash

proceeds from the commodities. The worker, on the other hand, never gains possession

of the variable capital. His labour power is never capital to him, but it is his only asset;

the power to work is the only thing he possesses. Again, if he has sold it and taken a

money wage, this wage is for him not capital but the price of his commodity which he

has  sold.  Finally,  the  fact  that  the  worker  buys  provisions  with  the  wages  he  has

received, has no more connection with the function this money once fulfilled as variable

capital in the hands of the capitalist, than has the private use a vendor of a commodity

can make of  the money he has obtained by a sale.  It  is not the capitalist’s  variable

capital which becomes the workers’ income, but the price of the worker’s commodity

labour power which he has sold, while the variable capital, now as ever, remains in the

hands  of  the  capitalist  and  fulfils  its  specific  function.  Equally  erroneous  is  the

conception that  the  income of  the  capitalist  (the surplus  value)  which is  hidden in

machines – in our example of a machinery manufacturer – which has not as yet been

realised, is fixed capital for another person, the buyer of the machines. It is not the

machines, or parts of them, which form the income of the machinery manufacturer, but

the surplus value that is hidden in them – the unpaid labour of his wage labourers.

After the machine has been sold, this income simply remains as before in the hand of

the  machinery  manufacturer;  it  has  only  changed  its  outward  shape:  it  has  been

changed from the ‘machine-form’ into the ‘money-form’. Conversely, the buyer of this

machine has not, by its purchase, newly obtained possession of his fixed capital, for he

had this fixed capital in hand even before the purchase, in the form of a certain amount

of cash. By buying this machine, he has only given to his capital the adequate material

form for it to become productive. The income, or surplus value, remains in the hands of

the machinery manufacturer before and after the sale of the machine, and the fixed

capital remains in the hands of the other person, the capitalist buyer of the machine,

just as the variable capital in the first example always remained in the hands of the

capitalist and the income in the hands of the worker.

Smith  and his  followers  have  caused  confusion  because,  in  their  investigation  of

capitalist exchange, they mixed up the use-form of the commodities with their relations

of value. Further, they did not distinguish the individual circulations of capitals and

commodities  which are  ever interlacing.  One and the same act  of  exchange  can be

circulation  of  capital,  when  seen  from  one  aspect,  and  at  the  same  time  simple

commodity  exchange  for  the  purpose  of  consumption.  The  fallacy  that  whatever  is
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capital for one person must be income for another, and vice versa, must be translated

thus into the correct statement that what is circulation of capital for one person, may be

simple  commodity  exchange  for  another,  and  vice  versa.  This  only  expresses  the

capacity of capital to undergo transformations of its character, and the interconnections

of various spheres of interest in the social process of exchange. The sharply outlined

existence of capital in contrast with income still stands in both its clearly defined forms

of constant and variable capital. Even so, Smith comes very close to the truth when he

states that capital and income of the individual are not strictly identical with the same

categories from the point of view of the community. Only a few further connecting links

are lacking for a clear revelation of the true relationship.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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(1) An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, vol.i, p.19
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(7) In this connection, we have disregarded the contrary conception which also runs through the
work of Smith. According to that, the price of the commodity cannot be resolved into v + s,
though the value of commodities consists in v + s. This distinction, however, is more important
with  regard  to  Smith’s  theory  of  value  than  in  the  present  context  where  we  are  mainly
interested in his formula v + s
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 4

Let us now consider the formula c + v + s as the expression of the social product as a

whole. Is it  only a theoretical abstraction, or does it  convey any real meaning when

applied to social life – has the formula any objective existence in relation to society as a

whole? It was left to Marx to establish the fundamental importance of c, the constant

capital, in economic theory. Yet Adam Smith before him, working exclusively with the

categories of fixed and circulating capital, in effect transformed this fixed capital into

constant capital, though he was not aware of having achieved this result. This constant

capital comprises not only those means of production which wear out in the course of

years, but also those which are completely absorbed by production in any one year. His

very dogma that the total value is resolved into v + s and his arguments on this point

lead Smith to distinguish between the two categories of production – living labour and

inanimate means of production. On the other hand, when he tries to construe the social

process of reproduction on the basis  of  the capitals  and incomes of  individuals,  the

fixed capital he conceives of as existing apart from these, is, in fact, constant capital.

Every  individual  capitalist  uses  for  the  production  of  his  commodities  certain

material  means of  production such as  premises,  raw materials  and instruments.  In

order to produce the aggregate of commodities in a given society, an aggregate of all

material means of production used by the individual capitalists is an obvious requisite.

The existence of these means of production within the society is a real fact, though they

themselves exist in the form of purely private individual capitals. This is the universal

absolute condition of social production in all its historical forms.(1)
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The specific  capitalist  form manifests itself  in the fact  that the material means of

production function as c, as constant capital, the property of those who do not work; it

is the opposite pole to proletarianised labour power, the counterpart of wage labour.

The variable capital,  v,  is  the aggregate of  wages actually  paid in the society in the

course of a year’s production. This fact, too, has real objective existence, although it

manifests  itself  in  an  innumerable  mass  of  individual  wages.  In  every  society  the

amount of labour power actually engaged in production and the annual maintenance of

the workers is a question of decisive importance. Where this factor takes the specific

capitalist form of v, the variable capital, it follows that the means of subsistence first

come to the workers in form of a wage which is the price of the labour power they have

sold to another person, the owner of the material means of production who does not

work himself; under this aspect, it is the latter’s capitalist property. Further, v  is  an

aggregate of money, that is to say it is the means of subsistence for the workers in a

form of pure value. This concept of v implies that the workers are free in a double sense

– free in person and free of all means of production. It also expresses the fact that in a

given society the universal form of production is commodity production.

Finally, s, the surplus value, stands for the total of all surplus values gained by the

individual  capitalists.  Every  society  performs  surplus  labour,  and  even  a  socialist

society will have to do the same. It must perform surplus labour in a threefold sense: it

has to provide a quantity of labour for the maintenance of non-workers (those who are

unable to work, such as children, old people, invalids, and also civil servants and the so-

called  liberal  professions  who do not  take  an immediate  part  in  the  satisfaction of

material(2)  wants),  it  has  to  provide  a  fund  of  social  insurance  against  elementary

disasters which may threaten the annual produce, such as bad harvests, forest fires and

floods; and lastly it must provide a fund for the purpose of increasing production, either

because of an increase in the population, or because higher standards of civilisation

lead to additional wants. It is in two respects that the capitalist  character manifests

itself: surplus labour comes into being

as surplus value, i.e. in commodity-form, realisable in cash, and1. 

as the property of non-workers, of those who own the means of production.2. 

Similarly,  if  we consider v  + s,  these two amounts taken together, we see that they

represent objective quantities of universal validity: the total of living labour that has

been  performed  within  a  society  in  the  course  of  one  year.  Every  human  society,

whatever its historical form, must take note of this datum, with reference to both the

results  that  have  been  achieved,  and  the  existing  and  available  labour  power.  The

division into v + s is a universal phenomenon, independent of the society’s particular

historical  form.  In  its  capitalist  form,  this  division  shows  itself  not  only  in  the

qualitative  peculiarities  of  both  v  and  s  as  already  outlined,  but  also  in  their

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.4) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

2 of 14 9/20/2018, 9:37 PM



quantitative  relationship:  v  tends  to  become  depressed  to  a  minimum  level,  just

sufficient  for  the  physiological  and  social  existence  of  the  worker,  and  s  tends  to

increase continually at the cost of, and relative to, v.

The  predominant  feature  of  capitalist  production  is  expressed  in  this  last

circumstance: it is the fact that the creation and appropriation of surplus value is the

real purpose of, and the incentive to, production.

We have examined the relations upon which the capitalist formula of the aggregate

product is based, and have found them universally valid. In every planned economy

they are made the object of conscious regulation on the part of society; in a communist

society by the community of  workers and their  democratic organs,  and in a society

based upon class-rule by the nucleus of owners and their despotic power. In a system of

capitalist production there is no such planned regulation. The aggregate of the society’s

capitals and the aggregate of its commodities alike consist in reality of innumerable

fragments of individual capitals and individual items of merchandise, taken together.

Thus the question arises whether these sums themselves mean anything more in a

capitalist society than a mere statistical enumeration which is, moreover, inexact and

fluid. Applying the standards of  society as a whole, we perceive that the completely

independent  and  sovereign  individual  existence  of  private  enterprises  is  only  the

historically  conditioned form,  whereas  it  is  social  interconnections  that  provide the

foundation. Although individual capitals act in complete independence of one another,

and  a  social  regulation  is  completely  lacking,  the  movement  of  capitals  forms  a

homogeneous whole. This movement, too, appears in specifically capitalist forms. In

every planned system of production it is, above all, the relation between all labour, past

and present,  and the means of  production (between v  +  s  and c,  according  to  our

formula), or the relation between the aggregate of necessary consumer goods (again, in

the  terms  of  our  formula,  v  +  s)  and  c  which  are  subjected  to  regulation.  Under

capitalist conditions, on the other hand, all social labour necessary for the maintenance

of the inanimate means of production and also of living labour power is treated as one

entity, as capital, in contrast with the surplus labour that has been performed, i.e. with

the surplus value s. The relation between these two quantities c and (v + s) is a palpably

real,  objective relationship of capitalist society: it  is the average rate of profit;  every

capital is in fact treated only as part of a common whole, the whole of social capital, and

assigned the profit to which it is entitled, according to its size, out of the surplus value

wrested  from  society,  regardless  of  the  quantity  which  this  particular  capital  has

actually  created. Thus social  capital  and its  counterpart,  the whole of  social  surplus

value, are not merely real quantities, having an objective existence, but, what is more,

the relation between them, the average profit, guides and directs the whole process of

exchange. This it does in three ways:
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by the mechanism of the law of value which establishes the quantitative relations

of exchange between the individual kinds of commodities independently of their

specific value relationship;

1. 

by the social division of labour, the assignment of certain portions of capital and

labour to the individual spheres of production;

2. 

by the development of labour productivity which on the one hand stimulates

individual capitals to engage in pioneering work for the purpose of securing a

higher profit than the average, and on the other hand extends the progress that

has been achieved by individuals over the whole field of production.

3. 

By means of the average rate of profit, in a word, the total capital of society completely

governs the seemingly independent motions of individual capitals.

The formula c + v + s thus applies to the aggregate of commodities produced in a

society  under  capitalism  no  less  than  to  the  value  composition  of  every  individual

commodity. It is, however, only the value-composition for which this holds good – the

analogy cannot be carried further.

The  formula  is  indeed  perfectly  exact  if  we  regard  the  total  product  of  a

capitalistically producing society as the output of one year’s labour, and wish to analyse

it  into its  respective components.  The quantity c  shows how much of  the  labour of

former years has been taken over towards the product of the present year in the form of

means  of  production.  Quantities  v  +  s  show  the  value  components  of  the  product

created by new labour during the last year only; the relation between v and s  finally

shows us how the annual labour programme of society is apportioned to the two tasks

of  maintaining the  workers  and maintaining those who do not  work.  This  analysis

remains valid and correct also with regard to the reproduction of individual capital, no

matter what may be the material form of the product this capital has created. All three,

c,  v,  and  s,  appear  alike  to  a  capitalist  of  the  machinery  industry  in  the  form  of

machinery  and its  parts;  to  the  owner  of  a  music  hall  they  are  represented  by  the

charms of  the  dancers  and the  skill  of  the  acrobats.  So  long as  the  product  is  left

undifferentiated, c, v, and s differ from one another only in so far as they are aliquot

components of value. This is quite sufficient for the reproduction of individual capital,

as such reproduction begins with the value-form of capital, a certain amount of money

that  has  been  gained  by  the  realisation  of  the  manufactured  product.  The  formula

c + v + s then is the given basis for the division of this amount of money one part for the

purchase of the material means of production, a second part for the purchase of labour

power,  and a  third  part  –  in  the  case  of  simple  reproduction  assumed in  the  first

instance  –  for  the  capitalist’s  personal  consumption.  In  the  case  of  expanding

reproduction part three is further subdivided, only a fraction of it being devoted to the

capitalist’s personal consumption, the remainder to increasing his capital. In order to

reproduce  his  capital  actually,  the  capitalist  must,  of  course,  turn  again  to  the
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commodity  market  with  the  capital  he  has  divided  in  this  manner,  so  that  he  can

acquire the material prerequisites of production such as raw materials,  instruments,

and so on.  It  seems a matter  of  course to the individual capitalist  as well  as to his

scientific ideologist, the ‘vulgar economist’, that he should in fact find there just those

means of production and labour power he needs for his business.

The position is different as regards the total production of a society. From the point

of view of society as a whole, the exchange of commodities can only effect a shifting

around, whereby the individual parts of the total product change hands. The material

composition of  the product,  however,  cannot  be changed by this  process.  After  this

change of places, as well as before it, there can be reproduction of total capital, if, and

only if, there is in the total product of the preceding period: first, a sufficient quantity of

means of production, secondly, adequate provisions to maintain the same amount of

labour as hitherto, and, last but not least, the goods necessary to maintain the capitalist

class and its hangers-on in a manner suitable to their station. This brings us to a new

plane: we are now concerned with material points of view instead of pure relations of

value.  It  is  the  use-form  of  the  total  social  product  that  matters  now.  What  the

individual  capitalist  considers  nobody  else's  business  becomes  a  matter  of  grave

concern for the totality of capitalists. Whereas it does not make the slightest difference

to the individual capitalist whether he produces machinery, sugar, artificial manure or a

progressive newspaper – provided only that he can find a buyer for his commodity so

that he can get back his capital plus surplus value – it matters infinitely to the ‘total

capitalist’ that his total product should have a definite use-form. By that we mean that it

must provide three essentials: the means of production to renew the labour process,

simple provisions for the maintenance of the workers, and provisions of higher quality

and luxury goods for the preservation of the ‘total capitalist’ himself. His desire in this

respect is not general and vague, but determined precisely and quantitatively. If we ask

what quantities of all three categories are required by the ‘total capitalist’, the value-

composition of last year’s total product gives us a definite estimate, as long, that is, as

we confine ourselves  to  simple  reproduction,  which we  have  taken for  our  starting

point. Hitherto we have conceived of the formula c  + v + s  as a merely quantitative

division of the total value, applicable alike to total capital and to individual capital, and

representing the quantity of labour contained in the annual product of society. Now we

see  that  the  formula  is  also  the  basis  of  the  material  composition  of  the  product.

Obviously the ‘total capitalist’, if he is to take up reproduction to the same extent as

before, must find in his new total product as many means of production as correspond

to the size of c, as many simple provisions for the workers as correspond to the sum of

wages v, and as many provisions of better quality for himself and his hangers-on as

correspond to s. In this way our analysis of the value of the society’s aggregate product

is translated into a general recipe for this product as follows: the total c of society must
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be re-embodied in an equal quantity of means of production, the v in provisions for the

workers, and the s in provisions for the capitalists, in order that simple reproduction

may take place.

Here we come up against palpable differences between the individual capitalist and

the total capitalist. The manner in which the former always reproduces his constant and

variable capital as well as his surplus value is such that all three parts are contained in

the  same  material  form  within  his  homogeneous  product,  that  this  material  form,

moreover, is completely irrelevant and may have different qualities in the case of each

individual capitalist. The ‘total capitalist’, for his part, reproduces every component of

the value of his annual product in a different material form, c as means of production, v

as provisions for the workers, and s as provisions for the capitalists. In the case of the

reproduction of individual capitals, there is no discrepancy between relations of value

and  material  points  of  view.  Besides,  it  is  quite  clear  that  individual  capital  may

concentrate on aspects of value, accepting material conditions as a law from heaven, as

self-evident phenomena of commodity exchange, whereas the ‘total capitalist’  has to

reckon with  material  points  of  view.  If  the  total  c  of  society  were  not  reproduced

annually  in  the form of  an equal  amount  of  means of  production,  every  individual

capitalist would be doomed to search the commodity market in vain with his c realised

in cash, unable to find the requisite materials for his individual reproduction. From the

point of view of reproducing the total capital, the formula c + v + s is inadequate. This

again is proof of the fact that the concept of total capital is something real and does not

merely  paraphrase  the  concept  of  production.  We  must,  however,  make  general

distinctions in our exposition of total capital: instead of showing it as a homogeneous

whole, we must  demonstrate its  three main categories;  and we shall  not vitiate our

theory if, for the sake of simplicity, we consider for the present only two departments of

total capital: the production of producer goods, and that of consumer goods for workers

and  capitalists.  We  have  to  examine  each  department  separately,  adhering  to  the

fundamental  conditions  of  capitalist  production in each case.  At  the  same time,  we

must also emphasise the mutual connections between these two departments from the

point of view of reproduction. For only if each is regarded in connection with the other,

do they make up the basis of the social capital as a whole.

We  made  a  start  by  investigating  individual  capital.  But  we  must  approach  the

demonstration of total capital and its total product in a somewhat different manner.

Quantitatively, as a quantity of value, the c of society consists precisely in the total of

individual constant capitals, and the same applies to the other amounts, v and s.  But

the outward shape of each has changed – the c of constant capitals re-emerges from the

process of production as an element of value with infinitely varied facets, comprising a

host  of  variegated  objects  for  use,  but  in  the  total  product  it  appears,  as  it  were,
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contracted into a certain quantity of means of production. Similarly with v and s, which

in the case of the individual capitalist re-emerge as items in a most colourful jumble of

commodities, being provisions in adequate quantities for the workers and capitalists.

Adam  Smith  came  very  close  to  recognising  this  fact  when  he  observed  that  the

categories of fixed and circulating capital and of revenue in relation to the individual

capitalist do not coincide with these categories in the case of society.

We have come to the following conclusions:

The formula c + v + s serves to express the production of society viewed as a

whole, as well as the production of individual capitalists.

1. 

Social production is divided into two departments, engaged in the production of

producer and consumer goods respectively.

2. 

Both departments work according to capitalist methods, that is to say they both

aim at the production of surplus value, and thus the formula c + v + s will apply to

each of them.

3. 

The two departments are interdependent, and are therefore bound to display a

certain quantitative relationship, namely the one department must produce all

means of productions the other all provisions for the workers and capitalists of

both departments.

4. 

Proceeding from this point of view, Marx devised the following diagram of capitalist

reproduction:

 I. 4,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 means of production

II. 2,000c +    500v +    500s = 3,000 articles of consumption.(3)

The figures in this diagram express quantities of value, amounts of money which are

chosen arbitrarily, but their ratios are exact. Each department is characterised by the

use-form of the commodities produced. Their mutual circulation takes place as follows:

Department I supplies the means of production for the entire productive process, for

itself as well as for Department II. From this alone it follows, that for the undisturbed

continuance of reproduction – for we still presume simple reproduction on the old scale

– the total produce of Department I (I 6,000) must have the same value as the sum of

constant capitals in both departments: (I 4,000c + II 2,000c). Similarly, Department II

supplies provisions for the whole of society, for its own workers and capitalists as well

as  for  the  workers  and  capitalists  of  Department  I.  Hence  it  follows  that  for  the

undisturbed course of consumption and production and its renewal on the old scale it is

necessary that the total quantity of provisions supplied by Department II should equal

in value all  the incomes of  the employed workers and capitalists  of  society [here II

3,000 = I(1,000v + 1,000s + II(500v + 500s)].

Here we have indeed expressed relationships of value which are the foundation not
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only of capitalist reproduction but of reproduction in every society. In every producing

society, whatever its social form, in the primitive small village community of the Bakairi

of Brazil, in the oikos of a Timon of Athens with its slaves, or in the imperial corvée

farm of Charlemagne, the labour power available for society must be distributed in such

away  that  means  of  production  as  well  as  provisions  are  produced  in  adequate

quantities. The former must suffice for the immediate production of provisions as well

as for the future renewal of the means of production themselves, and the provisions in

their turn must suffice for the maintenance of the workers occupied in the production

alike of these same provisions and of the means of production, and moreover for the

maintenance of all those who do not work.

In its  broad outline,  Marx’s  scheme corresponds  with  the universal  and absolute

foundation  of  social  reproduction,  with  only  the  following  specifications:  socially

necessary labour appears here as value, the means of production as constant capital, the

labour  necessary  for  the  maintenance  of  the  workers  as  variable  capital  and  that

necessary for the maintenance of those who do not work as surplus value.

In capitalist society, however, the connections between these two great departments

depend upon exchange of commodities, on the exchange of equivalents. The workers

and capitalists of Department I can only obtain as many provisions from Department II

as they can deliver of their own commodities, the means of production. The demand of

Department II for means of production, on the other hand, is determined by the size of

its constant capital. It follows therefore that the sum of the variable capital and of the

surplus value in the production of producer goods [here I(1,000v + 1,000s)] must equal

the constant capital in the production of provisions [here II(2,000c)].

An important proviso remains to be added to the above scheme. The constant capital

which has been spent by the two departments is in reality only part of the constant

capital used by society. This constant capital is divided into two parts; the first is fixed

capital – premises, tools, labouring cattle – which functions in a number of periods of

production, in every one of which, however, only part of its value is absorbed by the

product, according to the amount of its wear and tear. The second is circulating capital

such as raw materials, auxiliary semi-finished products; fuel and lighting – its whole

value is completely absorbed by the new product in every period of production. Yet only

that  part  of  the  means of  production is  relevant  for  reproduction  which is  actually

absorbed by the production of value; without becoming less correct, an exact exposition

of social circulation may disregard the remaining part of the fixed capital which has not

been absorbed by the product, though it should not completely forget it. This is easy to

prove.

Let us assume that the constant capital, 6,000c, in the two departments, which is in
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fact absorbed by the annual product of these departments, consists of 1,500c fixed and

4,500c circulating capital, the 1,500c of fixed capital representing here the annual wear

and tear of the premises, machinery and labouring cattle. This annual wear and tear

equals, say, 10 per cent of the total value of the fixed capital employed. Then the total

social  capital  would really  consist  of  19,500c  + 1,500v,  the constant  capital  in  both

departments being 1,500c  of fixed and aggregate fixed capital, with 10 per cent wear

and tear, is ten years ex hypothesi, the fixed capital needs renewal only after the lapse

of ten years. Meanwhile one-tenth of its value enters into social production in every

year. If all the fixed capital of a society, with the same rate of wear and tear, were of

equal durability, it would, on our assumption, need complete renewal once within ten

years. This, however, is not the case. Some of the various use-forms which are part of

the fixed capital may last longer and others shorter, wear and tear and duration of life

are quite different in the different kinds and individual representations of fixed capital.

In consequence, fixed capital need not be renewed – reproduced in its concrete use-

form – all at once, but parts of it are continually renewed at various stages of social

production, while other parts still function in their older form. Our assumption of a

fixed capital of 15,000c with a 10 per cent rate of wear and tear does not mean that this

must be renewed all at once every ten years, but that an annual average renewal and

replacement must be effected of a part of the total fixed social capital corresponding to

one-tenth of its value; that is to say, Department I which has to satisfy the needs of

society for means of production must reproduce, year by year, not only all its raw and

partly finished materials, etc., its circulating capital to the value of 4,500, but must also

reproduce the use-forms of its fixed capital – premises, machinery, and the like – to the

extent  of  1,500,  corresponding  with  the  annual  wear  and  tear  of  fixed  capital.  If

Department I continues in this manner to renew one-tenth of the fixed capital in its

use-form every year,  the result  will  be that every ten years the total fixed capital  of

society  will  have  been  replaced  throughout  by  new  items;  thus  it  follows  that  the

reproduction of those parts disregarded so far is also completely accounted for in the

above scheme.

In  practice,  the  procedure  is  that  every  capitalist  sets  aside  from  his  annual

production,  from  the  realisation  of  his  commodities,  a  certain  amount  for  the

redemption of his fixed capital. These individual annual deductions must amount to a

certain quantity of capital, therefore the capitalist has in fact renewed his fixed capital,

that is, he has replaced it by new and more efficient items. This alternating procedure of

building  up  annual  reserves  of  money  for  the  renewal  of  fixed  capital  and  of  the

periodical  employment of  the  accumulated amounts  for  the  actual  renewal  of  fixed

capital  varies with the individual capitalist,  so that some are accumulating reserves,

while  others  have  already  started  their  renewals.  Thus  every  year  part  of  the  fixed

capital  is  actually  renewed.  The  monetary  procedure  here  only  disguises  the  real
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process which characterises the reproduction of fixed capital.

On closer observation we see that this is as it should be. The whole of the fixed capital

takes  part  in  the  process  of  production,  for  physically  the  mass  of  usable  objects,

premises, machinery, labouring cattle, are completely employed. It is their peculiarity

as  fixed  capital,  on  the  other  hand,  that  only  part  of  the  value  is  absorbed  in  the

production of  value,  since  in  the  process  of  reproduction (again postulating  simple

reproduction), all that matters is to replace in their natural form the values which have

been  actually  used  up  as  means  of  subsistence  and  production  during  a  year’s

production. Therefore, fixed capital need only be reproduced to the extent that it has in

fact been used up in the production of commodities. The remaining portion of value,

embodied in the total use-form of fixed capital, is of decisive importance for production

as  a  labour  process,  but  does  not  exist  for  the  annual  reproduction of  society  as  a

process of value-formation.

Besides, this process which is here expressed by relations of value applies equally to

every society, even to a community which does not produce commodities. If once upon

a  time,  for  instance,  say  ten  years’  labour  of  1,000 fellaheen  was  required  for  the

construction of the famous Lake Moeris and the related Nile canals – that miraculous

lake, which Herodotus tells us was made by hand – and if for the maintenance of this,

the  most  magnificent  drainage  system  of  the  world,  the  labour  of  a  further  100

fellaheen  was  annually  required  (the  figures,  of  course,  are  chosen at  random),  we

might  say  that  after  every  hundred  years  the  Moeris  dam  and  the  canals  were

reproduced anew, although in fact the entire system was not constructed as a whole in

every century.  This is manifestly  true.  When,  amid the stormy incidents of  political

history and alien conquests, the usual crude neglect of old monuments of culture set in

– as displayed, e.g. by the English in India when the reproductional needs of ancient

civilisations were understood no longer – then in the course of time the whole Lake

Moeris, its water, dikes and canals, the two pyramids in its midst, the colossus upon it

and other marvellous erections, disappeared without a trace, as though they had never

been built. Only ten lines in Herodotus, a dot on Ptolemy’s map of the world, traces of

old cultures, and of villages and cities bear witness that at one time rich life sprang from

this magnificent irrigation system, where to-day there are only stretches of arid desert

in inner Lybia, and desolate swamps along the coast. There is only one point where

Marx’s  scheme of  simple  reproduction  may  appear  unsatisfactory  or  incomplete  in

relation to constant capital, and that is when we go back to that period of production,

when the total fixed capital  was first created. Indeed, society possesses transformed

labour amounting to more than those parts of fixed capital which are absorbed into the

value of the annual product and are in turn replaced by it. In the figures of our example,

the total social capital does not consist of 6,000c + 1,500v, as in the diagram, but of
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19,500c  +  1,500v.  Though  1,500  of  the  fixed  capital  (which,  on  our  assumption,

amounts  to  15,000)  are  annually  reproduced  in  the  form  of  appropriate  means  of

production,  an  equal  amount  is  also  consumed  by  the  same production  each  year,

though the whole of the fixed capital as a use-form, an aggregate of objects, has been

renewed. After ten years, society possesses in the eleventh, just as in any other year, a

fixed capital of 15,000, whereas it has annually achieved only 1,500c; and its constant

capital as a whole is 19,500, whereas it has created only 6,000. Obviously, since it must

have  created  this  surplus  of  13,500  fixed  capital  by  its  labour,  it  possesses  more

accumulated past labour than our scheme of reproduction warrants. Even at this stage,

the annual labour of society must be based on some previous annual labour that has

been hoarded. This question of past labour, however, as the foundation of all present

labour, brings us to the very first beginning which is as meaningless with regard to the

economic development of mankind as it is for the natural development of matter. The

scheme of reproduction grasps the social process as perpetually in motion, as a link in

the endless chain of events, it neither wants to demonstrate its initial origin, nor should

it do so. The social reproductive process is always based on past labour, we may trace it

back as far as we like. Social labour has no beginning, just as it has no end. Like the

historical origin of Herodotus’ Lake Moeris, the beginnings of the reproductive process

in the history of  civilisation are lost  in the twilight of  legend.  With the progress of

techniques and with cultural development, the means of production change their form,

crude paleoliths are replaced by sharpened tools, stone implements by elegant bronze

and  iron,  the  artisan’s  tool  by  steam-driven  machinery.  Yet,  though  the  means  of

production and the social  organisation of  the productive process continually change

their form, society already possesses for its labour process a certain amount of past

labour serving as the basis for annual reproduction.

Under capitalist methods of production past labour of society preserved in the means

of production takes the form of capital, and the question of the origin of this past labour

which forms the foundation of the reproductive process becomes the question of the

genesis of capital. This is much less legendary, indeed it is writ in letters of blood in

modern history. The very fact, however, that we cannot think of simple reproduction

unless we assume a hoard of past labour, surpassing in volume the labour annually

performed for the maintenance of society, touches the sore spot of simple reproduction;

and it shows that simple reproduction is a fiction not only for capitalist production but

also for the progress of civilisation in general.  If we merely wish to understand this

fiction properly, and to reduce it to a scheme, we must presume, as its sine qua non,

results  of  a  past  productive  process  which  cannot  possibly  be  restricted  to  simple

reproduction  but  inexorably  points  towards  enlarged  reproduction.  By  way  of

illustration, we might compare the aggregate fixed capital of society with a railway. The

durability  and  consequently  the  annual  wear  and  tear  of  its  various  parts  is  very
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different. Parts such as viaducts and tunnels may last for centuries, steam engines for

decades, but other rolling stock will be used up in a short time, in some instances in a

few months. Yet it is possible to work out an average rate of wear and tear, say thirty

years, so that the value of the whole is annually depreciated by one thirtieth. This loss of

value is now continually made good by partial reproduction of the railway (which may

count as repairs), so that a coach is renewed to-day, part of the engine to-morrow, and a

section of sleepers the day after. On our assumption then, the old railway is replaced by

a new one after thirty years, a similar amount of labour being performed each year by

the  society  so  that  simple  reproduction  takes  place.  But  the  railway  can  only  be

reproduced in this manner – it cannot be so produced. In order to make it fit for use

and to make good its gradual wear and tear, the railway must have been completed in

the first place. Though the railway can be repaired in parts, it cannot be made fit for use

piecemeal,  an axle to-day and a coach to-morrow. Indeed, the very essence of  fixed

capital is always to enter into the productive process in its entirety, as a material use-

value. In order to get this use-form ready in the first place, society must apply a more

concentrated amount of labour to its manufacture. In terms of our example, the labour

of thirty years that is used for repairs, must be compressed into, say, two or three years.

During this period of manufacture, society must therefore expend an amount of labour

far  greater  than  the  average,  that  is  to  say  it  must  have  recourse  to  expanding

reproduction; later, when the railway is finished, it may return to simple reproduction.

Though we need not visualise the aggregate fixed capital as a single coherent use-object

or a conglomeration of objects which must be produced all at once, the manufacture of

all the more important means of production, such as buildings, transport facilities, and

agricultural structures, requires a more concentrated application of labour, and, this is

true for the modern railway or steamship as much as it was for the rough stone-axe and

the handmill. Therefore it is only in theory that simple reproduction can be conceived

as alternating with enlarged reproduction; the latter is not only a general condition of a

progressive civilisation and an expanding population, but also the sine qua non for the

economic form of fixed capital, or those means of production which in every society

correspond to the fixed capital.

Marx  deals  with  this  conflict  between  the  formation  of  fixed  capital  and  simple

reproduction but indirectly, in connection with fluctuations in the wear and tear of the

fixed capital, more rapid in some years than in others. Here he emphasises the need for

perpetual ‘over-production’, i.e. enlarged reproduction, since a strict policy of simple

reproduction  would  periodically  lead  to  reproductive  losses.  In  short,  he  regards

enlarged reproduction under the aspect of an insurance fund for the fixed capital of the

society, rather than in the light of the actual productive process.(4)

In quite a different context Marx appears to endorse the opinion expressed above. In
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Theories on the Surplus Value, vol.ii, part 2, analysing the conversion of revenue

into capital, he speaks of the peculiar reproduction of the fixed capital, the replacement

of which in itself  already provides a fund for accumulation. He draws the following

conclusion:

‘The point we have in mind is as follows: even if the aggregate capital employed in machine

manufacture  were  just  large  enough  to  make  good  the  annual  wear  and  tear  of  the

machines, many more machines could be annually produced than are required, since the

wear and tear is in parts merely idealiter and must be made good realiter, in natura, only

after  a  certain  number  of  years.  Capital  so  employed  supplies  each  year  a  mass  of

machinery which becomes available for, and anticipates new, capital investments. Let us

suppose, for instance, a machine manufacturer who starts production this year. During

this year, he supplies machines for £12,000. If he were merely to reproduce the machines

he  has  manufactured,  he  would  have  to  produce,  during  the  subsequent  eleven years,

machines for £1,000 only,  and even then,  a  year’s  production would not  be  consumed

within the year.  Still  less could it  be consumed, if  he were to employ the whole of  his

capital. To keep this capital working, to keep it reproducing itself every year, a new and

continuous  expansion  of  the  branches  of  manufacture  that  require  these  machines,  is

indispensable. This applies even more, if the machine manufacturer himself accumulates.

In consequence, even if the capital invested in one particular branch of production is

simply  being  reproduced,(5)  a  continuous  accumulation  in  the  other  branches  of

production must go with it.’(6)

We  might  take  the  machine  manufacturer  of  Marx’s  example  as  illustrating  the

production  of  fixed  capital.  Then  the  inference  is  that  if  society  maintains  simple

reproduction in this sphere, employing each year a similar amount of labour for the

production of fixed capital (a procedure which is, of course, impossible in practical life),

then  annual  production  in  all  other  spheres  must  expand.  But  if  here,  too,  simple

reproduction is to be maintained, then, if the fixed capital once created is to be merely

renewed, only a small part of the labour employed in its creation can be expended. Or,

to put it the other way round: if society is to provide for investment in fixed capital on a

large scale, it must, even assuming simple reproduction to prevail on the whole, resort

periodically to enlarged reproduction.

With the advance of civilisation, there are changes not only in the form of the means

of production but also in the quantity of value they represent – or better, changes in the

social  labour stored up in them. Apart  from the labour necessary for  its immediate

preservation, society has increasingly more labour time and labour power to spare, and

it makes use of these for the manufacture of means of production on an ever increasing

scale. How does this affect the process of reproduction? How, in terms of capitalism,

does society create out of its annual labour a greater amount of capital than it formerly

possessed? This question touches upon enlarged reproduction, and it is not yet time to

deal with it.
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Footnotes

(1) For the sake of simplicity, we shall follow general usage and speak here and in the following
of annual production, though this term, strictly speaking, applies in general to agriculture only.
The periods of  industrial  production,  or  of  the turnover of  capitals,  need not coincide with
calendar years.

(2) The distinction between intellectual and material labour need not involve special categories
of  the  population  in  a  planned  society,  based  on  common  ownership  of  the  means  of
production.  It  will  always find expression in the existence of  a  certain number of  spiritual
leaders who must be materially maintained. The same individuals may exercise these various
functions at different times.

(3) Capital, vol.ii, p.459.

(4) Capital, Vol.2, pp.544-7. Cf. also p.202 on the necessity of enlarged reproduction under the
aspect of a reserve fund.

(5) Marx’s italics.

(6) Theorien über den Mehrwert, vol.ii, part 2, p.248.

The Accumulation of Capital

Last updated on: 12.12.2008

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.4) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

14 of 14 9/20/2018, 9:37 PM



Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 5

In our study of the reproductive process we have not so far considered the circulation of

money. Here we do not refer to money as a measuring rod, an embodiment of value,

because all relations of social labour have been expressed, assumed and measured in

terms of money. What we have to do now is to test our diagram of simple reproduction

under the aspect of money as a means of exchange.

Quesnay already saw that we shall only understand the social reproductive process if

we assume, side by side with the means of production and consumer goods, a certain

quantity of money.(1)

Two questions now arise:

by whom should the money be owned, and1. 

how much of it should there be?2. 

The answer to the first question, no doubt, is that the workers receive their wages in the

form of money with which they buy consumer goods. From the point of view of society,

this  means  merely  that  the  workers  are  allocated  a  certain  share  of  the  fund  for

consumption:  every  society,  whatever  its  historical  form of  production,  makes  such

allocations to its  workers.  It  is,  however,  an essential  characteristic  of  the capitalist

form of production that the workers do not obtain their share directly in the form of

goods  but  by  way  of  commodity  exchange,  just  as  it  is  an  essential  feature  of  the

capitalist mode of production that their labour power is not applied directly, as a result

of a relation of personal domination, but again by way of commodity exchange: the

workers  selling  their  labour  power  to  the  owners  of  the  means  of  production,  and

purchasing  freely  their  consumer  goods.  Variable  capital  in  its  money  form  is  the
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expression and medium of both these transactions.

Money,  then, comes first  into circulation by the payment of  wages.  The capitalist

class must therefore set a certain quantity of money circulating in the first place, and

this must be equal to the amount they pay in wages. The capitalists of Department I

need 1,000 units of money, and the capitalists of Department II need 500 to meet their

wages bill.  Thus, according to our diagram, two quantities of money are circulating:

I(1,000v) and II(500v). The workers spend the total of 1,500 on consumer goods, i.e on

the products of Department II. In this way, labour power is maintained, that is to say

the variable capital of society is reproduced in its natural forth, as the foundation of all

other  reproductions  of  capital.  At  the  same  time,  the  capitalists  of  Department  II

dispose of their aggregate product (1,500) in the following manner: their own workers

receive 500 and the workers of Department I receive 1,000. This exchange gives the

capitalists  of  Department  II  possession  of  1,500  money  units:  500  are  their  own

variable  capital  which  has  returned  to  them;  these  may  start  circulating  again  as

variable  capital  but for  the  time being they have completed their  course.  The other

1,000 accrue to  them year  by  year out  of  the  realisation of  one third  of  their  own

products.  The  capitalists  of  Department  II  now buy  means  of  production from the

capitalists of Department I for these 1,000 money units in order to renew the part of

their  own  constant  capital  that  has  been  used  up.  By  means  of  this  purchase,

Department II renews in its natural form half of the constant capital IIc  it  requires.

Department I now has in return 1,000 money units which are nothing more than the

money originally paid to its own workers. Now, after having changed hands twice, the

money has returned to Department I, to become effective later as variable capital. This

completes the circulation of this quantity of money for the moment, but the circulation

within society has not yet come to an end. The capitalists of Department I have not yet

realised their surplus value to buy consumer goods for themselves; it is still contained

in their  product in a form which is  of  no use to them. Moreover,  the  capitalists  of

Department II have not yet renewed the second half of their constant capital. These two

acts  of  exchange are  identical  both in  substance and in value,  for  the  capitalists  of

Department I receive their goods from Department II in exchange for the I(1,000c)

means  of  production  needed  by  the  capitalists  of  Department  II.  However,  a  new

quantity of money is required to effect this exchange. It is true that the same money

which has already completed its course, might be brought into circulation again for this

purpose – in theory,  there could be no objection to  this.  In practice,  however,  this

solution is out of the question, for the needs of the capitalists, as consumers, must be

satisfied just as constantly as the needs of the workers – they run parallel to the process

of production and must be mediated by specific quantities of money. Hence it follows

that the capitalists of both departments – that is to say all capitalists – must have a

further cash reserve in hand, in addition to the money required as variable capital, in
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order to realise their own surplus value in the form of consumer goods. On the other

hand,  before  the total  product  is  realised and during the process  of  its  production,

certain  parts  df  the  constant  capital  must  be  bought  continually.  These  are  the

circulating  parts  of  the  constant  capital,  such as  raw and auxiliary  materials,  semi-

finished  goods,  lighting  and  the  like.  Therefore,  not  only  must  the  capitalists  of

Department  I  have  certain  quantities  of  money  in  hand  to  satisfy  their  needs  as

consumers,  but the capitalists  of  Department II  must  also have money to meet  the

requirements of their constant capital. The exchange of 1,000s I (the surplus value of

Department I contained in the means of production) against goods is thus effected by

money which is advanced partly by the capitalists of Department I in order to satisfy

their needs as consumers, and partly by the capitalists of Department II in order to

satisfy their needs as producers.(2) Both lots of capitalists may each advance 500 units

of  the  money  necessary  for  the  exchange,  or  possibly  the  two  departments  will

contribute in different proportions. At any rate, two things, are certain:

the money set aside for the purpose by ..both departments must suffice to effect

the exchange between I(1,000s) and II(1,000c);

1. 

whatever the distribution of this money, between the two departments may have

been,  the  exchange  transaction  completed,  each  department  of  capitalist

production must again possess the same amount of money it had earlier put into

circulation.

2. 

This  latter  maxim applies  quite  generally  to  social  circulation as  a  whole:  once the

process of  circulation is  concluded, money will  always have returned to its  point of

origin. Thus all capitalists,  after universal  exchange, have achieved a twofold result:

first they have exchanged products which, in their natural form, were of no use to them,

against other products which,  in their natural  form, the capitalists  require either as

means  of  production  or  for  their  own  consumption.  Secondly,  they  have  regained,

possession  of  the  money  which  they  set  in  circulation  so  as  to  effect  these  acts  of

exchange.

This  phenomenon  is  unintelligible  from  the  point  of  view  of  simple  commodity

circulation, where commodity and money continually change places – possession of the

commodity excluding the possession of money, as money constantly usurps the place

which the commodity, has given up, and vice versa. Indeed, this is perfectly true with

regard  to  every  individual  act  of  commodity  exchange  which  is  the  form  of  social

circulation.  Yet  this  social  circulation  itself  is  more  than  mere  exchange  of

commodities:  it  is  the  circulation  of  capital.  It  is,  however,  an  essential  and

characteristic  feature  of  this  kind of  circulation,  that  it  does  not  only  return to the

capitalist the value, of his original capital plus an increase the surplus value, but that it

also assists social reproduction by providing the means of production and labour power
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in the natural form of productive capital, and by ensuring the, maintenance of those

who do not work. Possessing both the means of production and the money needed, the

capitalists start the total social process of circulation as soon a the social capital has

completed  its  circuit,  everything  is  again  in  their  hands,  apportioned  to  each

department according to the investments made by it. The workers have only temporary

possession of money during which time they convert the variable capital from its money

form into its natural form. The variable capital in the capitalists’ hands is nothing but

the outward shape of part of their capital, and for this reason it must always revert to

them.

So far, we have only considered circulation as it takes place between the two large

departments of production. Yet 4,000 units of the first Department’s produce remain

there  in  the  form of  means  of  production  to  renew its  constant  capital  of  4,000c.

Moreover 500 of the consumer goods produced in Department II [corresponding to the

surplus value II(500s)] also remain in this department in the form of consumer goods

for the capitalist class. Since in both departments the mode of production is capitalistic,

that is unplanned, private production, each department can distribute its own products

–  means  of  production  in  Department  I  and  consumer  goods  in  Department  II  –

amongst its own capitalists only by way of commodity exchange, i.e by a large number

of individual sale transactions between capitalists of the same department. Therefore

the  capitalists  of  both  departments  must  have  a  reserve  of  money  with  which  to

perform  these  exchange  transactions  –  to  renew  both  the  means  of  production  in

Department I and the consumer goods for the capitalist class in Department II. This

part  of  circulation does  not present  any features of  specific  interest,  as it  is  merely

simple commodity circulation. Vendor and purchaser alike belong to the same category

of agents of production, and circulation is concerned only with money and commodity

changing hands within the same class and department. All the same, the money needed

for this circulation must from the outset be in the hands of the capitalist class: it is part

of their capital.

So  far,  the  circulation  of  total  social  capital  presents  no  peculiarities,  even if  we

consider the circulation of money. From the very outset it is self-evident that society

must possess a certain quantity of money to make this circulation possible, and this for

two  reasons:  first,  the  general  form  of  capitalist  production  is  that  of  commodity

production which implies the circulation of money; secondly, the circulation of capital

is based upon the continuous alternation of the three forms of capital: money capital,

productive capital, and commodity capital. And as it is this very money, finally, which

operates as capital – our diagram referring to capitalist production exclusively – the

capitalist class must have possession of this money, as it has possession of every other

form of capital; it throws it into circulation in order to regain possession as soon as the
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process of circulation has been completed.

At first glance, only one detail might strike us: if the capitalist themselves have set in

motion all the money which circulates in society, they must also advance the money

needed for the realisation of their own surplus value. Thus it seems that the capitalists

as a class ought to buy their own surplus value with their own money. As the capitalist

class has possession of this money resulting from previous periods of production, even

prior to the realisation of  the product of  each working period,  the appropriation of

surplus value at first sight does not seem to be based upon the unpaid labour of the

wage labourer – as it in fact is – but merely the result of an exchange of commodities

against an equivalent quantity of money both supplied by the capitalist class itself. A

little  reflection,  however,  dispels  this  illusion.  After  the  general  completion  of

circulation,  the  capitalists,  now  as  before,  possess  their  money  funds  which  either

reverted to them or remained in their hands. Further, they acquired consumer goods

for  the  same amount  which  they  have  consumed.  (Note  that  we  are  still  confining

ourselves  to  simple  reproduction  as  the,  prime  condition  of  our  diagram  of

reproduction: the renewal of production on the old scale and the use of all surplus value

produced for the personal consumption of the capitalist class.)

Moreover,  the  illusion vanishes  completely  if  we do not  confine ourselves  to  one

period  of  production  but  observe  a  number  of  successive  periods  in  their  mutual

interconnections. The value the capitalist puts into circulation to-day in the form of

money for the purpose of realising his own surplus value, is in fact nothing but his

surplus value resulting from the preceding period of production in form of money. The

capitalist  must advance money out of  his  own pocket in order to buy his goods for

consumption. On the one hand, the surplus value which he produces each year either

exists  in  a  natural-form  which  renders  it  unfit  for  consumption,  or,  if  it  takes  a

consumable form, it is temporarily in the hands of another person. On the other hand,

he (the capitalist) has regained possession of the money, and he is now making his

advances by realising his surplus value from the preceding period. As soon as he has

realised his new surplus value, which is  still  embodied in the commodity form, this

money will return to him. Consequently, in the course of several periods of production,

the capitalist class draws its consumer goods from the pool, as well as the other natural

forms  of  its  capital.  The  quantity  of  money  originally  in  its  possession,  however,

remains unaffected by this process.

Investigation  of  the  circulation  of  money  in  society  shows  that  the  individual

capitalist can never invest the whole of his money capital in production but must always

keep a certain money reserve to be employed as variable capital, i.e as wages. Further,

he must keep a capital reserve for the purchase of means of production at any given

period, and in addition, he must have a cash reserve for his personal consumption.
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The  process  of  reproducing  the  total  social  capital  thus  entails  the  necessity  of

producing and reproducing the substance of money. Money is also capital, for Marx’s

diagram  which  we  have  discussed  before,  conceives  of  no  other  than  capitalist

production.  Thus  the  diagram  seems  incomplete.  We  ought  to  add  a  further

department,  that  of  production  of  the  means  of  exchange,  to  the  other  two  large

departments of social production [those of means of production (I) and of consumer

goods (II)]. It is, indeed, a characteristic feature of this third department that it serves

neither  the  purposes  of  production  nor  those  of  consumption,  merely  representing

social labour in an undifferentiated commodity that cannot be used. Though money and

its production, like the exchange and production of commodities, are much older than

the capitalist mode of production, it was only the latter which made the circulation of

money a general form of social circulation, and thus the essential element of the social

reproductive process.  We can only obtain a comprehensive diagram of the essential

points of capitalist production if we demonstrate the original relationship between the

production  and  reproduction  of  money  and  the  two  other  departments  of  social

production.

Here, however, we deviate from Marx. He included the production of gold (we have

reduced  the  total  production  of  money  to  the  production  of  gold  for  the  sake  of

simplicity) in the first department of social production.

“The production of  gold,  like  that  of  metals  generally,  belongs  to  department 1,  which

occupies itself with means of production.”(3)

This is correct only in so far as the production of gold is the production of metal for

industrial purposes (jewellery, dental toppings, etc.). But gold in its capacity as money

is not a metal but rather an embodiment of social labour in abstracto. Thus it is no

more a means of production than it is a consumer good. Besides, a mere glance at the

diagram of reproduction itself shows what inconsistencies must result from confusing

means of exchange with means of production. If we add a diagrammatic representation

of the annual production of gold as the substance of money to the two departments of

social production, we get the following three sets of figures:

  I. 4,000c +  1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 means of production

 II. 2,000c +    500v +    500s = 3,000 means of subsistence

III.      20c +        5v +        5s =      30 means of exchange

This  quantity  of  value  of  30,  chosen  by  Marx  as  an  example,  obviously  does,  not

represent the quantity of money which circulates annually in society; it only stands for

that  part  which  is  annually  reproduced,  the  annual  wear,  and  tear  of  the  money

substance  which,  on  the  average,  remains  constant  so  long  as  social  reproduction

remains on the same level. The turnover of capital goes on in a regular manner and
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the,realisation of commodities proceed sat an equal pace. If we consider the third line

as an integral  part of  the first one, as Marx wants us to do, the following difficulty

arises: the constant capital of the third department consists of real and concrete means

of production, premises, tools, auxiliary materials, vessels, and the like, just as it does

in the two other departments. Its product, however, the 30g which represent money,

cannot operate in its natural formulas constant capital in any process of production. If

we therefore include this 30g as an essential part of the product of Department I (6,000

means of  production) the means of production will  show a social deficit  of this size

which will prevent Departments I and II from resuming their reproduction on the old

scale. According to the previous assumption – which forms the foundation of Marx’s

whole diagram – reproduction as a whole starts from the product of each department in

its actual useform. The proportions of the diagram are based upon this assumption;

without it, they dissolve in chaos. Thus the first fundamental relation of value is based

upon the equation:  I(6,000)  equals  I(4,000)  + II(2,000).  This  cannot  apply  to  the

product III(30g), since neither department can use gold as a means of production [say,

in the proportion of I(20c) + II(10c)]. The second fundamental relation derived from

this is based upon the equation I(1,000v) + I(1,000s) = II(2,000). This would mean,

with regard to the production of gold, that as many consumer goods are taken from

Department II  as  there  are  means of  production  supplied to  it.  But  this  is  equally

untrue. Though the production of gold removes concrete means of production from the

total  social  product  and uses  them as  its  constant  capital,  though it  takes  concrete

consumer goods for the use of its workers and capitalists, corresponding to its variable

capital and surplus value, the product it supplies yet cannot operate in any branch of

production  as  a  means  of  production,  nor  is  it  a  consumer  good,  fit  for  human

consumption. To include the production of money in the activities of Department I,

therefore, is to run counter to all the general proportions which express the relations of

value in Marx’s diagram, and to diminish the diagram’s validity.

The attempt by Marx to find room for the production of gold within Department I

(means of production) moreover leads to dubious results. The first act of circulation

between this new sub-Department (called by Marx Ig) and Department II (consumer

goods) consists as usual in the workers’ purchase of consumer goods from Department

II  with the money obtained as  wages  from the capitalists.  This  money is  not  yet  a

product  of  the  new period of  production.  It  has  been reserved by  the capitalists  of

Department Ig out of the money contained in their product of an earlier period. This,

indeed, is the normal procedure. But now Marx allows the capitalists of Department II

to buy gold from Ig with the money they have reserved, gold as a commodity material to

the  value  of  2.  This  is  a  leap  from  the  production  of  money  into  the  industrial

production of gold which is no more to do with the problem of the production of money

than with the production of boot-polish. Yet out of the 5 Ig v that have been reserved, 3
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still remain, and as the capitalist, unable to use them as constant capital, does not know

what to do with them, Marx arranges for him to add them on to his own reserve of

money.  Marx  further finds  the following way out  to  avoid a  deficit  in  the constant

capital  of  II  which must  be  exchanged completely  against  the  means of  production

(Iv + Is):

“Therefore, this money must be entirely transferred from lie to us, no matter whether it

exists in necessities of life or articles of luxury, and vice versa, a corresponding value of

commodities must be transferred from IIs to IIc. Result: A portion of the surplus-value is

accumulated as a hoard of money.”(4)

A strange result, in all conscience! We have achieved an increase in money, a surplus of

the money substance, by simply confining ourselves to the annual wear and tear of the

money find. This surplus value comes into existence, for some unknown reason, at the

expense of the capitalists in the consumer goods department. They practise abstinence,

not because they may want to expand their production of surplus value, let us say, but

in order to secure a sufficient quantity of consumer goods for the workers engaged in

the production of gold.

The capitalists of Department II, however, get poor reward for this Christian virtue.

In spite of their abstinence, they are not only unable to expand their reproduction, but

they are no longer even in the position to resume their production on its former scale.

Even if the corresponding commodity value is transferred from IIg to IIc, it is not only

the value but its actual and concrete fort) which matters. As the new part of the product

of I now consists of money which cannot be used as a means of production, Department

II, in spite of its abstinence, cannot renew its constant material capital on the old scale.

As our diagram presupposes simple reproduction, its conditions are thus violated in

two directions: surplus value is being hoarded, and the constant capital shows a deficit.

Marx’s own results, then, prove that the production of gold cannot possibly find a place

in either of the two departments of his diagram; the whole diagram is upset as soon as

the first act of exchange between Departments I and II has been completed. As Engels

remarks, in his footnote, ‘the analysis of the exchange of newly produced gold within

the  constant  capital  of  Department  I  is  not  contained  in  the  MS.’(5)  Besides,  the

inconsistency would then only have been greater.  The point of  view we advocate is

confirmed by Marx himself when he gives an exhaustive answer to the question, as

striking as it is brief: ‘Money in itself is not an element of actual reproduction.’(6)

There is another important reason why we should put the production of money in a

third  and separate  department  of  social  production  as  a  whole:  Marx’s  diagram of

simple reproduction is valid as the starting-point and foundation of the reproductive

process not  only for  capitalism but  also,  mutatis  mutaudis,  for  every regulated and
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planned  economic  order,  for  instance  a  socialist  one.  However,  the  production  of

money, just like the commodity-form of the products, becomes obsolete when private

ownership  of  the  means  of  production  is  abolished.  It  constitutes  the  ‘illegitimate’

liabilities, the faux frais of the anarchic economy under capitalism, a peculiar burden

for a society based upon private enterprise, which implies the annual expenditure of a

considerable  amount  of  labour  on  the  manufacture  of  products  which  are  neither

means of production nor yet consumer goods. This peculiar expenditure of labour by a

society producing under capitalism will vanish in a socially planned economy. It is most

adequately  demonstrated by  means of  a  separate  department within the process  of

reproducing social capital. It is quite immaterial in this connection whether we picture

a country which produces its own gold or a country which imports gold from abroad.

The same expenditure of social labour which in the first case is necessary for the direct

production of gold, is required in the second case to effect the exchange transactions.

These observations show that the problem of the reproduction of total capital is not

so crude as it often appears to those who approach it merely from the point of view of

crises. The central problem might be formulated as follows: how is it possible that, in an

unplanned economy,  the  aggregate  production of  innumerable  individual  capitalists

can  satisfy  all  the  needs  of  society?  One  answer  that  suggests  itself  points  to  the

continual  fluctuations  in  the  level  of  production in  accordance with  the  fluctuating

demand, i.e the periodical changes in the market. This point of view, which regards the

aggregate product of society as an undifferentiated mass of commodities,  and treats

social demand in an equally absurd way, overlooks the most important element, the

differentia  specifica  of  the  capitalist  mode  of  production.  We  have  seen  that  the

problem  of  capitalist  reproduction  contains  quite  a  number  of  precisely  defined

relations referring to specific capitalist categories and also, mutatis mutandis,  to the

general  categories  of  human  labour.,  The  real  problem  consists  in  their  inherent

tendencies  towards  both  confilet  and  harmony.  Marx’s  diagram  is  the  scientific

formulation of the problem.

Inquiry  must  now  be  made  into  the  implications  of  this  diagram analytic  of  the

process of production. Has it any real bearing on the problems of actual life? According

to the diagram, circulation absorbs the entire social product; all consumers’ needs are

satisfied,  and  reproduction  takes  place  without  friction;  The  circulation  of  money

succeeds the circulation of commodities, completing the cycle of social capital. But what

is the position in real life? The relations outlined in the diagram lay down a precise first

principle for the division of social labour in a planned production – always providing a

system of simple reproduction, i.e no changes in the volume of production. But no such

planned organisation of the total process exists in a capitalist economy, and things do

not run smoothly, along a mathematical formula, as suggested by the diagram. On the
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contrary, the course of reproduction shows continual deviations from :the proportions

of the diagram which become manifest (a) in the fluctuations of prices from day to day;

(b) in the continual fluctuations of profits; (c) in the ceaseless flow of capital from one

branch of production to another, and finally in the periodical and cyclical swings of

reproduction between overproduction and crisis.

And yet, apart from all these deviations, the diagram presents a socially necessary

average  level  in  which  all  these  movements  must  centre,  to  which  they  are  always

striving to return, once they have left it. That is why the fluctuating movements of the

individual capitalists do not degenerate into chaos but are: reduced to a certain order

which ensures the prolonged existence of society in spite of its lack of a plan.

In  comparison,  the  similarities  and  the  profound  discrepancies  between  Mark’s

diagram of  reproduction  and Quesnay’s  Tableau Économique  strike  us  at  once.

These two diagrams, the beginning and end of the period of classical economics, are the

only attempts to describe an apparent chaos in precise terms, a chaos created by the

interrelated movements of capitalist production and consumption, and by the disparity

of  innumerable  private  producers  and consumers.  Both  writers  reduce  this  chaotic

jumble of individual capitals to a few broadly conceived rules which serve, as it were, as

moorings  for  the  development of  capitalist  society,  in spite  of  its  chaos.  They both

achieve a synthesis between the two aspects which are the basis of the whole movement

of social  capital:  that circulation is at one and the same time a capitalist  process of

producing and appropriating surplus value, and also a social process of producing and

consuming  material  goods  necessary  to  civilised  human  existence.  Both  show  the

circulation of commodities to act as a mediator for the social process as a whole, and

both conceive of the circulation of money as a subsidiary phenomenon, an external and

superficial expression of the various stages within the circulation of commodities.

It is socially necessary labour which creates value. This inspired fundamental law of

Marx’s theory of value which provided the solution of the money problem, amongst

others, further led him first to distinguish and then to integrate those two aspects in the

total reproductive process: the aspect of value and that of actual material connections.

Secondly, Marx’s diagram is based upon the precise distinction between constant and

variable  capital  which  alone  reveals  the  internal  mechanisms  of  the  production  of

surplus value and brings it, as a value-relationship, into precise relation with the two

material categories of production: that of producer and consumer goods.

After Quesnay, some classical  economists,  Adam Smith and Ricardo in particular,

came fairly close to this point of view. Ricardo’s contribution, his precise elaboration of

the theory of value, has even been frequently confused with that of Marx. On the basis

of his own theory of value, Ricardo saw that Smith’s method of resolving the price of all
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commodities into v  + s  – a theory which wrought so much havoc in the analysis of

reproduction  –  is  wrong;  but  he  was  not  much interested  in  Smith’s  mistake,  nor

indeed very enthusiastic about the problem of reproduction as a whole. His analysis, in

fact, represents a certain decline after that of Adam Smith, just as Smith had partly

retrogressed as against the Physiocrats. If Ricardo expounded the fundamental value

categories  of  bourgeois  economy –  wages,  surplus  value  and capital  –  much more

precisely and consistently than his  predecessors,  he also treated them more rigidly.

Adam Smith had, shown infinitely more understanding for the living connections, the

broad movements of the whole. In consequence he did not mind giving two, or, as in

the case  of  the  problem of  value,  even three or four different  answers to the same

question.  Though he contradicts  himself  quite  cheerfully  in the various  parts of  his

analysis,  these  very  contradictions  are  ever stimulating him to  renewed effort,  they

make him approach the problem as a whole from an ever different point of view, and so

to grasp its dynamics. Ultimately, it was the limitation of their bourgeois mentalities

which doomed d both. Smith and Ricardo to failure. A proper understanding of the

fundamental categories of capitalist production, of  value and surplus value as living

dynamics  of  the  social  process  demands  the  understanding  of  this  process  in  its

historical  development  and  of  the  categories  themselves  as  historically  conditioned

forms of the general relations of labour. This means that only a socialist can really solve

the problem of the reproduction of capital. Between the Tableau Économique  and

the diagram of reproduction in the second volume of Capital there lies the prosperity

and decline of bourgeois economics, both in time and in substance.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) In his seventh note to the Tableau Économique, following up his arguments against the
mercantilist theory of money as identical with wealth, Quesnay says: ‘The bulk of money in a
nation cannot increase unless this reproduction itself increases; otherwise, an increase in the
bulk of money would inevitably be prejudicial to the annual production of wealth ... Therefore
we must not judge the opulence of states on the basis of a greater or smaller quantity of money:
thus a stock of money, equal to the income of the landowners, is deemed much more than
enough for  an agricultural  nation where the circulation proceeds in a regular manner,  and
where  commerce  takes  place  in  confidence  and  full  liberty’  (Analyse  du  Tableau
Économique, ed. Oncken, pp.324-5).

(2) Marx (Capital, Vol.2, p.482) takes the money spent directly by the capitalists of Department
II as the starting point of this act of exchange. As Engels rightly says in his footnote, this does
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not affect the final  result  of  circulation,  but  the assumption is  not  the correct  condition of
circulation within society. Marx himself has given a better exposition in Capital,  Vol.2,  pp.
461-2.

(3) Ibid., p.548.

(4) Ibid., p.550.

(5) Ibid., p.551.

(6) Ibid., p.572.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 6

THE shortcomings of the diagram of simple reproduction are obvious: it explains the

laws of a form of reproduction which is possible only as an occasional exception in a

capitalist economy. It is not simple but enlarged reproduction which is the rule in every

capitalist economic system, even more so than in any other.(1)

Nevertheless, this diagram is of real scientific importance in two respects. In practice,

even under conditions of enlarged reproduction, the greater part of the social product

can be looked on as simple reproduction,  which forms the broad basis  upon which

production in every case expands beyond its former limits. In theory, the analysis of

simple  reproduction  also  provides  the  necessary  starting  point  for  all  scientific

exposition  of  enlarged  reproduction.  The  diagram  of  simple  reproduction  of  the

aggregate  social  capital  therefore  inevitably  introduces  the  further  problem  of  the

enlarged reproduction of the total capital.

We already know the historical peculiarity of enlarged reproduction on a capitalist

basis. It must represent itself as accumulation of capital, which is both its specific form

and its specific condition. That is to say, social production as a whole – which on a

capitalist basis is the production of surplus value – can in every case be expanded only

in so far  as the  social  capital  that  has been previously active is  now augmented by

surplus value of its own creation. This use of part of the surplus value (and in particular

the use of an increasing part of it) for the purpose of production instead of personal

consumption by the capitalist  class,  or  else  the increase  of  reserves,  is  the  basis  of

enlarged reproduction under capitalist conditions of production.

The characteristic feature of enlarged reproduction of the aggregate social capital –
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just  as in our previous  assumption of  simple  reproduction – is  the  reproduction of

individual  capitals,  since  production  as  a  whole,  whether  regarded as  simple  or  as

enlarged production, can in fact only occur in the form of innumerable independent

movements of reproduction performed by private individual capitals.

The first comprehensive analysis of the accumulation of individual capitals is given in

volume i of Marx’s Capital,  section 7,  chapters 22, 23. Here Marx treats of (a)  the

division of  the surplus value into capital  and revenue; (b)  the  circumstances  which

determine the accumulation of capital apart from this division, such as the degree of

exploitation of labour power and labour productivity; (c)  the growth of fixed capital

relative to the circulating capital as a factor of accumulation; and (d)  the increasing

development  of  an  industrial  reserve  army  which  is  at  the  same  time  both  a

consequence and a prerequisite of the process of accumulation. In the course of this

discussion, Marx deals with two inspired notions of bourgeois economists with regard

to accumulation: the ‘theory of abstinence’ as held by the more vulgar economists, who

proclaim that the division of surplus value into capital, and thus accumulation itself, is

an ethical and heroic act of the capitalists; and the fallacy of the classical economists,

their  doctrine that the entire capitalised part of  the surplus value is used solely for

consumption by the productive workers, that is to say spent altogether on wages for the

workers  employed  year  by  year.  This  erroneous  assumption,  which  completely

overlooks the fact that every increase of production must manifest itself not only in the

increased number of employed workers but also in the increase of the material means

of production (premises, tools, and, certainly, raw materials) is obviously rooted in that

‘dogma’ of Adam Smith which we have already discussed. Moreover, the assumption

that the expenditure of a greater amount of capital on wages is sufficient to expand

production, also results from the mistaken idea that the prices of all commodities are

completely  resolved  into  wages  and  surplus  value,  so  that  the  constant  capital  is

disregarded  altogether.  Strangely  enough,  even  Ricardo  who  was,  at  any  rate

occasionally,  aware  of  this  element  of  error  in  Smith’s  doctrine,  subscribes  most

emphatically to its ultimate inferences, mistaken though they were:

‘It must be understood, that all the productions of a country are consumed; but it makes

the greatest difference imaginable whether they are consumed by those who reproduce, or

by those who do not reproduce another value. When we say that revenue is saved, and

added to capital, what we mean is,  that the portion of revenue, so said to be added to

capital, is consumed by productive, instead of unproductive labourers.(2)

If all the goods produced are thus swallowed up by human consumption, there can

clearly be no room to spare in the total social product for such unconsumable means of

production as  tools  and machinery,  new materials  and buildings,  and consequently

enlarged  reproduction,  too,  will  have  to  take  a  peculiar  course.  What  happens  –
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according to this odd conception – is simply that staple foodstuffs for new workers will

be produced to the amount of the capitalised part of surplus value instead of the choice

delicacies previously provided for the capitalist class. The classical theory of enlarged

reproduction does  not  admit  of  any variations other than those connected with the

production of consumer goods. After our previous observations it is not surprising that

Marx could easily dispose of this elementary mistake of both Ricardo and Smith. Just as

simple reproduction requires a regulated renewal of the constant capital, the material

means  of  production,  quite  apart  from  the  production  of  consumer  goods  in  the

necessary  quantity  for  labourer  and  capitalist,  equally  so  in  the  case  of  expanding

production must  part  of  the  new additional  capital  be used to enlarge the constant

capital,  that  is  to  add  to  the  material  means  of  production.  Another  law,  Marx

discovered, must also be applied here. The constant capital, continually overlooked by

the classical economists, increases relative to the variable capital that is spent on wages.

This  is  merely  the  capitalist  expression  of  the  general  effects  of  increasing  labour

productivity. With, technical progress, human labour is able to set in motion ever larger

masses of means of production and to convert them into goods. In capitalist terms, this

means a progressive decrease in expenses for living labour, in wages, relative to the

expenses  for  inanimate  means  of  production.  Contrary  to  the assumption  of  Adam

Smith and Ricardo, enlarged reproduction must not only start with the division of the

capitalised part  of  the  surplus  value  into  constant  and variable  capital,  but,  as  the

technique of production advances, it is bound to allocate in this division ever increasing

portions to the constant,  and ever diminishing portions to the variable capital.  This

continuous qualitative change in the composition of capital is the specific manifestation

of the accumulation of capital, that is to say of enlarged reproduction on the basis of

capitalism.(3)

The  other  side  of  this  picture  of  continual  changes  in  the  relation  between  the

portions  of  constant  and  variable  capital  is  the  formation  of  a  relative  surplus

population, as Marx called it, that is to say that part of the working population which

exceeds the average needs  of  capital,  and thus  becomes redundant.  This  reserve of

unemployable  industrial  labour  (taken  here  in  a  broader  sense,  and  including  a

proletariat  that  is  dominated  by  merchant  capital)  is  always  present.  It  forms  a

necessary prerequisite of the sudden expansion of production in times of boom, and is

another specific condition of capitalist accumulation.(4)

From the accumulation of individual capitals we can therefore deduce the following

four characteristic phenomena of enlarged reproduction:

The volume of enlarged reproduction is independent, within certain limits, of the

growth of capital, and can transcend it. The necessary methods for achieving this

are: increased exploitation of labour and natural forces, and increased labour

1. 
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productivity (including increased efficiency of the fixed capital).

All real accumulation starts with that part of the surplus value which is intended

for capitalisation being divided into constant and variable capital.

2. 

Accumulation as a social process is accompanied by continuous changes in the

relation between constant and variable capital, whereby that portion of capital

which is invested in inanimate means of production continually increases as

compared with that expended on wages.

3. 

Concomitant with the accumulative process, and as a condition of the latter, there

develops an industrial reserve army.

4. 

These characteristics, derived from the reproductive process as it is performed by the

individual capitals, represent an enormous step forward as compared with the analyses

of  bourgeois  economists.  Now,  however,  our  problem  is  to  demonstrate  the

accumulation  of  the  aggregate  capital  which  originates  from  these  movements  of

individual capitals, and on the basis of the diagram of simple reproduction to establish

the precise relations between the aspects of value prevalent in the production of surplus

value and the material  considerations  in  the production of  consumer and producer

goods, with a view to accumulation.

The  essential  difference  between  enlarged  reproduction  and  simple  reproduction

consists in the fact that in the latter the capitalist class and its hangers-on consume the

entire surplus value, whereas in the former a part of the surplus value is set aside from

the personal consumption of its owners, not for the purpose of hoarding, but in order to

increase  the  active  capital,  i.e.  for  capitalisation.  To  make  this  possible,  the  new

additional capital must also find the material prerequisites for its activity forthcoming.

Here  the  concrete  composition  of  the  aggregate  social  product  becomes  important.

Marx  says  already  in  volume  i,  when  he  considers  the  accumulation  of  individual

capitals:

‘The annual production must in the first place furnish all those objects (use-values) from

which the material components of capital, used up in the course of the year, have to be

replaced. Deducting these there remains the net or surplus-products in which the surplus

value lies. And of what does this surplus product consist? Only of things destined to satisfy

the wants and desires of the capitalist  class, things which, consequently,  enter into the

consumption fund of the capitalists? Were that the case, the cup of surplus-value would be

drained to the very dregs, and nothing but simple reproduction would ever take place. – To

accumulate it is necessary to convert a portion of the surplus product into capital. But we

cannot,  except,  by  a  miracle,  convert  into capital  anything but such  articles  as  can be

employed in the labour-process (i.e. means of production), and such further articles as are

suitable for the sustenance of the labourer, (i.e. means of subsistence). Consequently, a

part of the annual surplus-labour must have been applied to the production of additional

means of production and subsistence, over and above the quantity of these things required

to replace the capital advanced. In one word, surplus-value is convertible into capital solely

because the surplus-product, whose value it is, already comprises the material elements of
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new capital.’(5)

Additional  means  of  production,  however,  and  additional  consumer  goods  for  the

workers alone are not sufficient; to get enlarged reproduction really going, additional

labour is also required. Marx now finds a specific difficulty in this last condition:

‘For this the mechanism of capitalist production provides beforehand, by converting the

working class into a class dependent on wages, a class whose ordinary wages suffice, not

only for its maintenance, but for its increase. It is only necessary for capital to incorporate

this  additional  labour-power,  annually  supplied  by  the  working  class  in  the  shape  of

labourers  of  all  ages,  with  the  surplus  means  of  production  comprised  in  the  annual

produce, and the conversion of surplus-value into capital is complete.’(6)

This is the first solution which Marx gave to the problem of the accumulation of the

aggregate capital. Having dwelt on this aspect of the question already in volume i of

Capital, Marx returns to the problem at the end of the second volume of his main work

whose concluding 21st chapter is devoted to accumulation and enlarged reproduction of

the aggregate capital.

Let us examine Marx’s diagrammatic exposition of accumulation more closely. On

the model of the diagram of simple reproduction with which we are already familiar, he

devised a diagram for enlarged reproduction, the difference appearing most clearly if

we compare the two.

Assuming that society's annual aggregate product can be represented by an amount

to the value of 9,000 (denoting millions of working hours, or, in capitalist monetary

terms, any arbitrary amount of money), the aggregate product is to be distributed as

follows:

I. 4,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 

II. 2,000c +    500v +    500s = 3,000 

Total:  9,000 

Department I represents means of  production, Department II consumer goods. One

glance at the proportion of the figures shows that in this case simple reproduction alone

is possible. The means of production made in Department I equal the total of the means

of  production  actually  used  by  the  two  departments.  If  these  are  merely  renewed,

production can be repeated only on its previous scale. On the other hand, the aggregate

product  of  Department  II  equals  the  total  of  wages  and  surplus  value  in  both

departments.  This  shows  that  the  consumer  goods  available  permit  only  the

employment of just as many workers as were previously employed, and that the entire

surplus value is similarly spent on consumer goods, i.e. the personal consumption of

the capitalist class.
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Now let us take the same aggregate product of 9,000 in the following equation:

I. 4,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 

II. 1,500c +    750v +    750s = 3,000 

Total:  9,000 

Here a double disproportion confronts us: 6,000 means of production are created –

more than those which are actually used by the society, i.e. 4,000c + 1,500c; leaving a

surplus of 500. Similarly, less consumer goods (3,000) are produced than the sum of

what is paid out in wages (i.e. 1,000v + 750v, the requirement of the workers), plus the

aggregate of surplus value that has been produced (1,000s + 750s). This results in a

deficit of 500. Since our premises do not allow us to decrease the number of workers

employed the consequence must be that the capitalist class cannot consume the entire

surplus  value  it  has  pocketed.  This  proves  fully  consistent  with  the  two  material

preconditions of enlarged reproduction on a capitalist basis: part of the appropriated

surplus value is not to be consumed but is used for the purposes of production; and

more means of production must be produced so as to ensure the use of the capitalised

surplus value for the actual expansion of reproduction.

In  considering  the  diagram of  simple  reproduction,  we  saw  that  its  fundamental

social conditions are contained in the following equation: the aggregate of means of

production (the product of Department I) must be equivalent to the constant capital of

both departments, but the aggregate of consumer goods (the product of Department II)

must equal the sum of variable capitals and surplus values of the two departments. As

regards enlarged reproduction, we must now infer a precise inverse double ratio. The

general precondition of enlarged reproduction is that the product of Department I must

be greater in value than the constant capital of both departments taken together, and

that of Department II must be so much less than the sum total of both the variable

capital and the surplus value in the two departments.

This, however, by no means completes the analysis of enlarged reproduction; rather

has it led us merely to the threshold of the question. Having deduced the proportions of

the diagram, we must now pursue their further activities, the flow of circulation and the

continuity  of  reproduction.  Just  as  simple  reproduction  may  be  compared  to  an

unchanging circle, to be repeated time and again, so enlarged reproduction, to quote

Sismondi,  is  comparable  to  a  spiral  with  ever  expanding  loops.  Let  us  begin  by

examining the loops of this spiral. The first general question arising in this connection

is how actual accumulation proceeds in the two departments under the conditions now

known to us, i.e. how the capitalists may capitalise part of their surplus value, and at

the same time acquire the material prerequisites necessary for enlarged reproduction.

Marx expounds the question in the following way:
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Let us assume that half the surplus value of Department I is being accumulated. The

capitalists, then, use 500 for their consumption but augment their capital by another

500. In order to become active, this additional capital of 500 must be divided, as we

now know, into constant and variable capital. Assuming the ratio of 4 to 1 remains what

it was for the original capital, the capitalists of Department I will divide their additional

capital of 500 thus: they will buy new means of production for 400 and new labour for

100.  This  does  not  present  any  difficulties,  since  we  know  that  Department  I  has

already  produced  a  surplus  of  500  means  of  production.  Yet  the  corresponding

enlargement of the variable capital by 100 units of money is not enough, since the new

additional labour power must also find adequate consumer goods which can only be

supplied by Department II. Now the circulation between the two large departments is

shifting.  Formerly,  under conditions of  simple reproduction,  Department I  acquired

1,000 consumer goods for its own workers, and now it must find another 100 for its

new workers. Department I therefore engages in enlarged reproduction as follows:

4,400c + 1,100v

Department II, in turn, after selling these consumer goods to the value of 100, is now in

a  position  to  acquire  additional  means  of  production  to  the  same  amount  from

Department I. And in fact, Department I still has precisely one hundred of its surplus

product left over which now find their way into Department II, enabling the latter to

expand its own reproduction as well. Yet here, too, the additional means of production

alone are not much use;  to make them operate,  additional  labour power is  needed.

Assuming again that the previous composition of capital has been maintained, with a

ratio of 2 to 1 as regards constant and variable capital, additional labour to the tune of

50 is required to work the additional 100 means of production. This additional labour,

however, needs additional consumer goods to the amount of its wage, which are in fact

supplied by Department II itself. This department must therefore produce, in addition

to the 100 additional consumer goods for the new workers of Department I and the

goods for the consumption of its own workers, a further amount of consumer goods to

the  tune  of  50  as  part  of  its  aggregate  product.  Department  II  therefore  starts  on

enlarged reproduction at a rate of 1,600c + 800v.

Now the aggregate product of Department I (6,000) has been absorbed completely.

5,500 were necessary for renewing the old and used-up means of production in both

departments,  and  the  remaining  500  for  the  expansion  of  production:  400  in

Department  I  and  100  in  Department  II.  As  regards  the  aggregate  product  of

Department II (3,000), 1,900 have been used for the increased labour force in the two

departments, and the 1,100 consumer goods which remain serve the capitalists for their

personal consumption, the consumption of their surplus value. 500 are consumed in
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Department I, and 600 in Department II where, out of a surplus value of 700, only 150

had been capitalised (100 being expended on means of production and 50 on wages).

Enlarged reproduction can now proceed on its  course. If  we maintain our rate of

exploitation at 100 per cent, as in the case of the original capital, the next period will

give the following results:

I. 4,400c + 1,100v + 1,100s = 6,600 

II. 1,600c +    800v +    800s = 3,200 

Total:  9,800 

The aggregate product of society has grown from 9,000 to 9,800, the surplus value of

Department I from 1,000 to 1,100 and of Department II from 750 to 800. The object of

the capitalist expansion of production, the increased production of surplus value, has

been gained. At the same time, the material composition of the aggregate social product

again shows a surplus of  600 as regards the means of  production (6,600) over and

above those which are actually needed (4,400 + 1,600), and also a deficit in consumer

goods as against the sum total made up by the wages previously paid (1,100v + 800v)

and the surplus value that has been created (1,100s + 800s). And thus we again have

the material possibility as well as the necessity to use part of the surplus value, not for

consumption by the capitalist class, but for a new expansion of production.

The second enlargement of production, and increased production of surplus value,

thus follows from the first as a matter of course and with mathematical precision. The

accumulation of  capital,  once it  has  started,  automatically  leads farther  and farther

beyond itself. The circle has become a spiral which winds itself higher and higher as if

compelled by a natural law in the guise of mathematical terms. Assuming that in the

following  years  there  is  always  capitalisation  of  half  the  surplus  value,  while  the

composition  of  the  capital  and  the  rate  of  exploitation  remain  unchanged,  the

reproduction of capital will result in the following progression:
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Thus, after five years of accumulation, the aggregate social product is found to have

grown from 9,000 to 14,348, the social aggregate capital from (5,500c + 1750v = 7,250)

to (8,784c + 2,782v = 11,566) and the surplus value from (1,000s + 500s = 1,500) to

(1,464s + 1,065s = 2,529), whereby the surplus value for personal consumption, being

1,500 at  the  beginning of  accumulation,  has grown to 732 + 958=1,690 in  the last

year.(7)  The  capitalist  class,  then,  has  capitalised  more,  it  has  practised  greater

abstinence, and yet it has been able to live better. Society, in a material respect, has

become richer, richer in means of production, richer in consumer goods, and it has

equally become richer in the capitalist sense of the term since it produces more surplus

value.  The  social  product  circulates  in  toto  in  society.  Partly  it  serves  to  enlarge

reproduction  and  partly  it  serves  consumption.  The  requirements  of  capitalist

accumulation correspond to the material composition of the aggregate social product.

What Marx said in volume i of Capital  is  true:  the increased surplus value can be

added on to capital because the social surplus product comes into the world from the

very first in the material form of means of production, in a form incapable of utilisation

except  in  the  productive  process.  At  the  same  time  reproduction  expands  in  strict

conformity with the laws of circulation: the mutual supply of the two departments of

production with additional means of production and consumer goods proceeds as an

exchange of equivalents. It is an exchange of commodities in the course of which the

very accumulation of one department is the condition of accumulation in the other and

makes this possible. The complicated problem of accumulation is thus converted into a

diagrammatic progression of surprising simplicity. We may continue the above chain of

equations  ad infinitum  so  long  as  we  observe  this  simple  principle:  that  a  certain

increase in the constant capital of Department I always necessitates a certain increase

in its variable capital, which predetermines beforehand the extent of the increase in

Department II, with which again a corresponding increase in the variable capital must
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be coordinated. Finally, it depends on the extent of increase in the variable capital in

both departments, how much of the total may remain for personal consumption by the

capitalist class. The extent of this increase will also show that this amount of consumer

goods which remains for private consumption by the capitalist is exactly equivalent to

that part of the surplus value which has not been capitalised in either department.

There  are  no  limits  to  the  continuation  of  this  diagrammatic  development  of

accumulation in accordance with the few easy rules we have demonstrated. But now it

is time to take care lest we should only have achieved these surprisingly smooth results

through simply working out certain fool-proof mathematical exercises in addition and

subtraction,  and  we  must  further  inquire  whether  it  is  not  merely  because

mathematical  equations are easily  put on paper that accumulation will  continue ad

infinitum without any friction.

In  other  words:  the  time has  come to  look  for  the  concrete  social  conditions  of

accumulation.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1)  ‘The premise of  simple reproduction, that  I(v  + s) is equal  to  IIc,  is  irreconcilable  with
capitalist production, although this does not exclude the possibility that a certain year in an
industrial  cycle  of  ten  or  eleven  years  may  not  show  a  smaller  total  production  than  the
preceding year, so that there would not have been even a simple reproduction, compared to the
preceding  year.  Indeed,  considering  the  natural  growth  of  population  per  year,  simple
reproduction could take place only in so far as a correspondingly larger number of unproductive
servants  would  partake  of  the  1,500  representing  the  aggregate  surplus-product.  But
accumulation  of  capital,  actual  capitalist  production,  would  be  impossible  under  such
circumstances’ (Capital, vol.ii, p.608).

(2) Ricardo, Principles, chap.viii, On Taxes. MacCulloch’s edition of Ricardo’s Works, p.87,
note. (Reference not given in original)

(3) ‘The specifically capitalist mode of production, the development of the productive power of
labour  corresponding to  it,  and  the  change  thence  resulting  in the  organic  composition  of
capital, do not merely keep pace with the advance of accumulation, or with the growth of social
wealth. They develop at a much quicker rate because mere accumulation, the absolute increase
of  the total  social  capital,  is accompanied by the centralisation of the individual capitals  of
which that total is made up; and because the change in the technological composition of the
additional capital goes hand in hand with a similar change in the technological composition of
the original capital. With the advance of accumulation, therefore, the proportion of constant to
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variable capital changes. If it was originally say 1:1, it now becomes successively 2:1, 3:1, 4:1, 5:1,

7:1, etc., so that, as the capital increases, instead of its total value, only 1/3, 1/4, 1/5, 1/6, 1/8, etc.,

is transformed into labour-power, and, on the other hand, 2/3, 3/4, 4/5, 5/6, 7/8 into means of

production. Since the demand for labour is determined not by the amount of capital as a whole,
but by its variable constituent alone, that demand falls progressively with the increase of the
total capital, instead of, as previously assumed, rising in proportion to it. It falls relatively to the
magnitude of the total capital, and at an accelerated rate, as this magnitude increases. With the
growth of the total capital, its variable constituent or the labour incorporated in it, also does
increase, but in a constantly diminishing proportion. The intermediate pauses are shortened, in
which accumulation works as simple extension of production, on a given technical basis. It is
not merely that an accelerated accumulation of total capital, accelerated in a constantly growing
progression, is needed to absorb an additional number of labourers, or even, on account of the
constant metamorphosis of old capital, to keep employed those already functioning. In its turn,
this  increasing  accumulation  and  centralisation  becomes  a  source  of  new  changes  in  the
composition of capital, of a more accelerated diminution of its variable, as compared with its
constant constituent’ (Capital, vol.i, pp.642-3).

(4) ‘The course characteristic of modern industry, viz., a decennial cycle (interrupted by smaller
oscillations), of periods of average activity, production at high pressure, crisis and stagnation,
depends on the constant formation, the greater or less absorption, and the re-formation of the
industrial reserve army or surplus population. In their turn, the varying phases of the industrial
cycle  recruit  the  surplus  population,  and  become  one  of  the  most  energetic  agents  of  its
reproduction’ (ibid., pp.646-7).

(5) Capital, vol.i, pp.593-4)

(6) Ibid., p.594.

(7) Op. cit., vol.ii, pp.596-601.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 7

The first enlargement of reproduction gave the following picture.

I. 4,400c + 1,100v + 1,100s = 6,600 

II. 1,600c +    800v +    800s = 3,200 

Total:  9,800 

This already clearly expresses the interdependence of the two departments – but it is a

dependence  of  a  peculiar  kind.  Accumulation  here  originates  in  Department I,  and

Department II merely follows suit. Thus it is Department I alone that determines the

volume of accumulation. Marx effects accumulation here by allowing Department I to

capitalise one-half of its surplus value; Department II, however, may capitalise only as

much as is necessary to assure the production and accumulation of Department I. He

makes the capitalists of Department II consume 600s  as against the consumption of

only 500s by the capitalists of Department I who have appropriated twice the amount

of value and far more surplus value. In the next year,  he assumes the capitalists of

Department  I  again  to  capitalise  half  their  surplus  value,  this  time  making  the

capitalists of Department II capitalise more than in the previous year summarily fixing

the amount to tally exactly with the needs of Department I. 500s now remain for the

consumption of the capitalists of Department I – less than the year before – surely a

rather queer result of accumulation on any showing. Marx now describes the process as

follows:

‘Then let Department I continue accumulation at the same ratio, so that 550s are spent as

revenue, and 55s accumulated. In that case, 1,100 Iv are first replaced by 1,100 Ic, and 550

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.7) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

1 of 16 9/20/2018, 9:37 PM



Is  must  be realised in  an equal  amount of  commodities  of  II,  making a  total  of  1,650

I(v + s). But the constant capital of II, which is to be replaced, amounts only to 1,600, and

the remaining 50 must be made up out of 800 IIs. Leaving aside the money aspect of the

matter, we have as a result of this transaction:

‘I. 4,400c + 550s (to be capitalised); furthermore, realised in commodities of II for the

fund for consumption of the capitalists and labourers of I, 1,650 (v + s)

II. 1,650c + 825v + 725s.

‘In Department I, 550s must be capitalised. If the former proportion is maintained, 440 of

this amount form constant capital, and 110 variable capital. These 110 must be eventually

taken out of 725 IIs, that is to say, articles of consumption to the value of 110 are consumed

by the labourers of I instead of the capitalists of II,  so that the latter are compelled to

capitalise these 110s which they cannot consume. This leaves 615 IIs of the 725 IIs. But if II

thus converts these 110 into additional constant capital, it requires an additional variable

capital of 55. This again must be taken out of its surplus value. Subtracting this amount

from 615 IIs, we find that only 560 IIs remain for the consumption of the capitalists of II,

and we obtain the following values of capital after accomplishing all actual and potential

transfers:

I.

(4,400c + 440c) + (1,100v + 110v) = 4,840c + 1,210v            = 6,050   

II.

(1,600c + 50c + 110c) + 800v + 25v + 55v) = 1,760c + 880v = 2,640 

Total: 8,690(1)

This  quotation is  given at  length since  it  shows very clearly how Marx here effects

accumulation in Department I at the expense of Department II. In the years that follow,

the capitalists of the provisions department get just as rough a deal. Following the same

rules, Marx allows them in the third year to accumulate 264s – a larger amount this

time than in the two preceding years. In the fourth year they are allowed to capitalise

290s and to consume 678s, and in the fifth year they accumulate 320s and consume

745s. Marx even says: ‘If things are to proceed normally, accumulation in II must take

place more rapidly than in I because that portion of I(v + s) which must be converted

into commodities of IIc, would otherwise grow more rapidly than IIc, for which it can

alone be exchanged.’(2)

Yet the figures we have quoted fail to show a quicker accumulation in Department II,

and in fact show it to fluctuate. Here the principle seems to be as follows: Marx enables

accumulation  to  continue  by  broadening  the  basis  of  production  in  Department  I.

Accumulation  in  Department  II  appears  only  as  a  condition  and  consequence  of

accumulation in Department I: absorbing, in the first place, the other’s surplus means
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of production and supplying it, secondly, with the necessary surplus of consumer goods

for its additional labour. Department I retains the initiative all the time, Department II

being merely a passive follower. Thus the capitalists of Department II are only allowed

to accumulate just as much as, and are made to consume no less than, is needed for the

accumulation  of  Department  I.  While  in  Department  I  half  the  surplus  value  is

capitalised  every  time,  and  the  other  half  consumed,  so  that  there  is  an  orderly

expansion  both  of  production  and  of  personal  consumption  by  the  capitalists,  the

twofold process in Department II takes the following erratic course:

Here there is no rule in evidence for accumulation and consumption to follow; both are

wholly subservient to the requirements of accumulation in Department I.

Needless to say, the absolute figures of the diagram are arbitrary in every equation,

but that does not detract from their scientific value. It is the quantitative ratios which

are  relevant,  since  they  are  supposed  to  express  strictly  determinate  relationships.

Those precise logical rules that lay down the relations of accumulation in Department I,

seem to  have  been  gained  at  the  cost  of  any  kind  of  principle  in  construing these

relations for Department II; and this circumstance calls for a revision of the immanent

connections revealed by the analysis.

It might, however, be permissible to assume the defect to lie in a rather unhappy

choice of example. Marx himself, with the diagram quoted above, proceeded forthwith

to give a second example in order to elucidate the movements of accumulation, where

the figures of the equation run in the following order:

I. 5,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 7,000 

II. 1,430c +    285v +    285s = 2,000 

Total:  9,000 

In contrast to the previous example, the capital of both departments is here seen to

have the same composition, i.e. constant and variable capital are in a ratio of 5 to 1. This

already  presupposes  a  considerable  development  of  capitalist  production,  and

accordingly of social labour productivity – a considerable preliminary expansion of the

scale of production, and finally, a development of all  the circumstances which bring

about a relatively redundant surplus population in the working class. We are no longer

introduced to enlarged reproduction, as in the first example, at the stage of the original

transition from simple to enlarged reproduction – the only point of that is in any case
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for the sake of abstract theory. This time, we are brought face to face with the process of

accumulation as it goes on at a definite and rather advanced stage of development. It is

perfectly  legitimate  to  assume  these  conditions,  and  they  in  no  way  distort  the

principles we must employ in order to work out the individual loops of the reproductive

spiral. Here again Marx takes for a starting point the capitalisation of half the surplus

value in Department I.

‘Now take it that the capitalist class of I consumes one-half of the surplus-value, or 500,

and accumulates the other half. In that case (1,000v + 500s) I, or 1,500, must be converted

into 1,500 IIc. Since IIc amounts to only 1,430, it is necessary to take 70 from the surplus-

value. Subtracting this sum from 285s leaves 215 IIs. Then we have:

‘I.  5,000c  +  500s  (to  be  capitalised)   +  1,500(v  +  s)  in  the  fund  set  aside  for

consumption by capitalists and labourers.

‘II. 1,430c + 70s (to be capitalised) + 285v + 215s.

As 70 IIs are directly annexed by IIc, a variable capital of 70:5, or 14, is required to set this

additional constant capital in motion. These 14 must come out of the 215s, so that only 201

remain, and we have:

‘II. (1,430 + 70c + (285v + 14v) + 201s’.(3)

After these preliminary arrangements, capitalisation can now proceed. This is done as

follows:

In  Department  I  the  500s  which  have  been  capitalised  are  divided  into  five-sixths

(417c) + one-sixth (83v). These 83v withdraw a corresponding amount from IIs which

serves to buy units of constant capital and thus accrues to IIc. An increase of IIc by 83

involves the necessity of an increase in IIv by 17 (one-fifth of 83). After the completion

of this turnover we therefore have:

I. (5,000c + 417s) + (1,000v + 83s)v = 5,417c + 1,083v = 6,500 

II. (1,500c +   83s) +    (299v + 17s)   = 1,538c +    316v = 1,899 

Total:  8,399 

The capital of Department I has grown from 6,000 to 6,500, i.e.  by one-twelfth; in

Department II it has grown from 1,715 to 1,899, i.e. by just over one-ninth.

At the end of the next year, the results of reproduction on this basis are:

I. 5,417c + 1,083v + 1,083s =   7,583 

II. 1,583c +    316v +    316s =   2,215 

Total:    9,798 

If the same ratio is maintained in the continuance of accumulation, the result at the end

of the second year is as follows:
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I. 5,869c + 1,173v + 1,173s =   8,215 

II. 1,715c +    342v +    342s =   2,399 

Total: 10,614 

And at the end of the third year:

I. 6,358c + 1,271v + 1,271s =   8,900 

II. 1,858c +    371v +    371s =   2,600 

Total: 11,500 

In the course of three years, the total social capital has increased from I. 6,000 + II.

1,715 = 7,715 to I. 7,629 + II. 2,229 = 9,858, and the total product from 9,000 to 11,500.

Accumulation in both departments here proceeds uniformly, in marked difference

from the first example. From the second year onwards, both departments capitalise half

their  surplus value and consume the other half.  A bad choice of  figures in the first

example thus seems to be responsible for its arbitrary appearance. But we must check

up to make sure that it is not only a mathematical manipulation with cleverly chosen

figures which this time ensures the smooth progress of accumulation.

In the first as well as in the second example, we are continually struck by a seemingly

general rule of accumulation: to make any accumulation possible, Department II must

always  enlarge its  constant  capital  by precisely  the  amount by  which Department I

increases  (a)  the  proportion  of  surplus  value  for  consumption  and (b)  its  variable

capital. If we take the example of the first year as an illustration, the constant capital of

Department II must be increased by 70. And why? because this capital was only 1,430

before.

But if  the capitalists  of  Department I wish to accumulate half  their surplus value

(1,000) and to consume the other half, they need consumer goods for themselves and

for  their  workers  to  the  tune  of  1,500  units  which  they  can  obtain  only  from

Department  II  in  exchange  for  their  own  products  –  means  of  production.  Since

Department II has already satisfied its own demand for producer goods to the extent of

its own constant capital (1,430), this exchange is only possible if Department II decides

to  enlarge its  own constant  capital  by  70.  This means that  it  must  enlarge its  own

production – and it can do so only by capitalising a corresponding part of its surplus

value. If this surplus value amounts to 285 in Department II, 70 of it must be added to

the constant capital. The first step towards expansion of production in Department II is

thus demonstrated to be at the same time the condition for, and the consequence of

increased consumption by the capitalists of Department I. But to proceed. Hitherto, the

capitalists of Department I could only spend one-half of their surplus value (500) on

personal consumption. To capitalise the other half, they must redistribute these 500s in
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such a way as to maintain at least the previous ratio of  composition, i.e.  they must

increase the constant capital by 417 and the variable capital by 83. The first operation

presents  no  difficulties:  the  surplus  value  of  500  belonging  to  the  capitalists  of

Department  I  is  contained  in  a  natural  form  in  their  own  product,  the  means  of

production, and is fit straightway to enter into the process of production; Department I

can  therefore  enlarge  its  constant  capital  with  the  appropriate  quantity  of  its  own

product.  But  the  remaining  83  can  only  be  used  as  variable  capital  if  there  is  a

corresponding quantity of consumer goods for the newly employed workers.  Here it

becomes evident for the second time that accumulation in Department I is dependent

upon Department II:  Department I must receive for its  workers 83 more consumer

goods  than  before  from  Department  II.  As  this  is  again  possible  only  by  way  of

commodity  exchange,  Department I  can satisfy  its  demands only  on condition that

Department II is prepared for its part to take up products of Department I, producer

goods, to the tune of 83. Since Department II has no use for the means of production

except to employ them in the process of production, it becomes not only possible but

even necessary that Department II should increase its own constant capital, by these

very 83 which will now be used for capitalisation and are thus again withdrawn from

the consumable surplus value of this department. The increase in the variable capital of

Department  I  thus  entails  the  second  step  in  the  enlargement  of  production  in

Department II.  All  material  prerequisites of  accumulation in Department I  are now

present and enlarged reproduction can proceed. Department II,  however, has so far

made only two increases in its constant capital. The result of this enlargement is that if

the newly acquired means of production are indeed to be used, the quantity of labour

power  must  be  increased  correspondingly.  Maintaining  the  previous  ratio,  the  new

constant capital of requires a new variable capital of 31. This implies the necessity to

capitalise a corresponding further amount of the surplus value. Thus the fund for the

capitalists’ personal consumption in Department II comes to be what remains of the

surplus  value  (285s)  after  deduction  of  the  amounts  used  for  twice  enlarging  the

constant capital (70 + 83) and a commensurate increase in the variable capital (31) – a

fund of 101, after deducting a total  of 184. Similar operations in the second year of

accumulation result for Department II in its surplus value being divided into 158 for

capitalisation and 158 for the consumption of its capitalists, and in the third year, the

figures become 172 and 170 respectively.

We have studied this  process so closely,  tracing it  step by step,  because it  shows

clearly  that  the  accumulation  of  Department  II  is  completely  determined  and

dominated by the accumulation of Department I. Though this dependence is no longer

expressed, as in Marx’s first example, by arbitrary changes in the distribution of the

surplus value, it does not do away with the fact itself; even if now the surplus value is

always neatly halved by each department, one-half for capitalisation and the other for
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personal consumption. Though there is nothing to choose between the capitalists of the

two departments as far as the figures are concerned, it is quite obvious that Department

I has taken the initiative and actively carries out the whole process of accumulation,

while Department II is merely a passive appendage. This dependence is also expressed

in  the  following  precise  rule:  accumulation  must  proceed  simultaneously  in  both

departments,  and  it  can  do  so  only  on  condition  that  the  provisions-department

increases  its  constant  capital  by  the precise  amount by  which the capitalists  of  the

means-of-production department increase both their variable capital and their find for

personal consumption. This equation (increase IIc = increase Iv + increase Is.c.)(4)  is

the  mathematical  cornerstone  of  Marx’s  diagram  of  accumulation,  no  matter  what

figures  we  may  choose  for  its  concrete  application.  But  now  we  must  see  whether

capitalist accumulation does in actual fact conform to this hard and fast rule.

Let us first return to simple reproduction. Marx’s diagram, it will be remembered,

was as follows:

 I. 4,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 means of production

II. 2,000c +    500v +    500s = 3,000 means of consumption

Here,  too,  we  established  certain  equations  which  form  the  foundation  of  simple

reproduction; they were:

The product of Department I equals in value the sum of the two constant capitals

in Departments I and II.

1. 

The constant capital of Department II equals the sum of variable capital and

surplus value in Department I – a necessary consequence of (a).

2. 

The product of Department II equals the sum of variable capital and surplus value

in both departments – a necessary consequence of (a) and (b).

3. 

These equations correspond to the conditions of capitalist commodity production (at

the restricted level of simple reproduction, however). Equation (b),  for instance, is a

result of the production of commodities, entailed by the fact, in other words, that the

entrepreneurs of either department can only obtain the products of the other by an

exchange of equivalents. Variable capital and surplus value in Department I together

represent  the  demand  of  this  department  for  consumer  goods.  The  product  of

Department II must provide for the satisfaction of this demand, but consumer goods

can only be obtained in exchange for an equivalent part of the product of Department I,

the means of production. These equivalents, useless to Department II in their natural

form  if  not  employed  as  constant  capital  in  the  process  of  production,  will  thus

determine  how  much  constant:  capital  there  is  to  be  in  Department  II.  If  this

proportion were not adhered to, if,  e.g.,  the constant capital  of Department II (as a

quantity  of  value)  were  larger  than  I  (v  +  s),  then  it  could  not  be  completely
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transformed into means of production, since the demand of Department I for consumer

goods would be too small; if the constant capital (II) were smaller than I(v + s.c), either

the previous quantity of labour power could not be employed in this department, or the

capitalists could not consume the whole of their surplus value. In all these cases, the

premises of simple reproduction would be violated.

These  equations,  however,  are  not  just  an  exercise  in  mathematics,  nor  do  they

merely result from the system of commodity production. To convince us of this fact,

there  is  a  simple  means  at  hand.  Let  us  imagine  for  a  moment  that,  instead  of  a

capitalist method of production, we have a socialist, i.e. a planned society in which the

social division of labour has come to replace exchange. This society also will divide its

labour  power  into  producers  of  means  of  production  and  producers  of  means  of

consumption. Let us further imagine the technical development of labour to be such

that two-thirds of social labour are employed in the manufacture of producer goods and

one third in the manufacture of consumer goods. Suppose that under these conditions

1,500 units (reckoned on a daily, monthly, or yearly basis) suffice to maintain the whole

working population of the society, one thousand of these being employed, according to

our premise, in Department soc. I (making means of production), and five hundred in

Department soc. II (making consumer goods), and that the means of production dating

from previous labour periods and used up during one year’s labour, represent 3,000

labour units. This labour programme, however, would not be adequate for the society,

since considerably more labour will be needed to maintain all those of its members who

do not work in the material, the productive sense of the term: the child, the old and

sick, the civil servant, the artist and the scientist. Moreover, every society needs certain

reserves against a rainy day, as a protection against natural calamities. Taking it that

precisely the same quantity of labour and, similarly, of means of production as that

required for the workers’ own maintenance is needed to maintain all the non-workers

and to build up the reserves, then, from the figures previously assumed, we should get

the following diagram for a regulated production:

 I. 4,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 6,000 means of production

II. 2,000c +    500v +    500s = 3,000 means of consumption

Here c stands for the material means of production that have been used, expressed in

terms of social labour time; v stands for the social labour time necessary to maintain

the workers themselves and s for that needed to maintain those who do not work and to

build up the reserves.

If we check up on the proportions of this diagram, we obtain the following result:

there is neither commodity production nor exchange, but in truth a social division of

labour. The products of Department I are assigned to the workers of Department II in
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the  requisite  quantities,  and  the  products  of  Department  II  are  apportioned  to

everyone,  worker or no,  in both departments,  and also  to the reserve-fund;  all  this

being the outcome not of an exchange of equivalents but of a social organisation that

plans and directs the process as a whole – because existing demands must be satisfied

and production knows no other end but to satisfy the demands of society.

Yet  all  that  does  not  detract  from  the  validity  of  the  equations.  The  product  of

Department I must equal Ic + IIc: this means simply that Department I must annually

renew all the means of production which society has used up during one year’s labour.

The product of Department II must equal the sum of I(v + s) + II(v + s): this means

that society must each year produce as many consumer goods as are required by all its

members, whether they work or not, plus a quota for the reserve fund. The proportions

of the diagram are as natural and as inevitable for a planned economy as they are for a

capitalist economy based upon anarchy and the exchange of commodities. This proves

the diagram to have objective social validity, even if, just because it concerns simple

reproduction, it  has hardly more than theoretical interest for either a capitalist or a

planned economy, finding practical application only in the rarest of cases.

The  same  sort  of  scrutiny  must  now  be  turned  on  the  diagram  of  enlarged

reproduction.  Taking Marx’s  second example  as  the  basis  for  our  test,  let  us  again

imagine a socialist society. From the point of view of a regulated society we shall, of

course, have to start with Department II, not with Department I. Assuming this society

to grow rapidly, the result will be an increasing demand for provisions by its members,

whether  they  work  or  not.  This  demand  is  growing  so  quickly  that  a  constantly

increasing quantity of  labour – disregarding for the moment the progress of  labour

productivity – will be needed for the production of consumer goods. The, quantities

required, expressed in terms of social labour incorporated in them, increase from year

to year in a progression of, say, 2,000 : 2,215 : 2,399 : 2,600 and so on. Let us further

assume that technical conditions demand an increasing amount of means of production

for producing this growing quantity of provisions, which, again measured in terms of

social  labour,  mounts  from  year  to  year  in  the  following  progression:

7,000 : 7,583 : 8,215 : 8,900 and so on. To achieve this enlargement of production, we

must  further  have  a  growth  in  the  labour  performed per annum  according  to  the

following progression: 2,570 : 2,798 : 3,030 : 3,284. [The figures correspond to the

respective amounts of I(v + s) + II(v + s).] Finally, the labour performed annually must

be so distributed that one-half is always used for maintaining the workers themselves, a

quarter for maintaining those who do not work, and the last quarter for the purpose of

enlarging production in the following year. Thus we obtain the proportions of Marx’s

second diagram of enlarged reproduction for a socialist society. In fact, three conditions

are  indispensable  if  production is  to be  enlarged in any society,  even in  a  planned
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economy:

the society must have an increasing quantity of labour power at its disposal;1. 

in every working period, the immediate needs of society must not claim the whole

of its working time, so that part of the time can be devoted to making provision

for the future and its growing demands;

2. 

means of production must be turned out year after year in sufficiently growing

quantities – without which production cannot be enlarged on a rising scale.

3. 

In respect  of  all  these general  points,  Marx’s  diagram of enlarged reproduction has

objective validity – mutatis mutandis – for a planned society.

It remains to test whether it is also valid for a capitalist economy. Here we must ask

first of all: what is the starting point of accumulation? That is the approach on which we

have  to  investigate  the  mutual  dependence  of  the  accumulative  process  in  the  two

departments  of  production.  There  can be no doubt  that  under  capitalist  conditions

Department  his  dependent  upon  Department  I  in  so  far  as  its  accumulation  is

determined  by  the  additional  means  of  production  available.  Conversely,  the

accumulation in Department I depends upon a corresponding quantity of additional

consumer goods being available  for  its  additional  labour power.  It  does  not  follow,

however,  that  so  long as  both these  conditions  are  observed,  accumulation  in  both

departments is bound, as Marx’s diagram makes it appear, to go on automatically year

after year. The conditions of accumulation we have enumerated are no more than those

without which there can be no accumulation. There may even be a desire to accumulate

in both departments, yet the desire to accumulate plus the technical prerequisites of

accumulation is not enough in a capitalist economy of commodity production. A further

condition is required to ensure that accumulation can in fact proceed and production

expand:  the  effective  demand  for  commodities  must  also  increase.  Where  is  this

continually increasing demand to come from, which in Marx’s diagram forms the basis

of reproduction on an ever rising scale?

It cannot possibly come from the capitalists of Departments I and II themselves – so

much is certain right away – it cannot arise out of their personal consumption. On the

contrary,  it  is  the  very  essence  of  accumulation  that  the  capitalists  refrain  from

consuming part of their surplus value which must be ever increasing – at least as far as

absolute figures are concerned – that they use it instead to make goods for the use of

other  people.  It  is  true  that  with  accumulation  the  personal  consumption  of  the

capitalist  class will  grow and that  there  may even be an increase  in the total  value

consumed; nevertheless it will still be no more than a part of the surplus value that is

used for the capitalists’ consumption. That indeed is the foundation of accumulation:

the capitalists’ abstention from consuming the whole of their surplus value. But what of

the  remaining  surplus  value,  the  part  that  is  accumulated?  For  whom  can  it  be
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destined? According to Mark’s diagram, Department I has the initiative: the process

starts with the production of producer goods. And who requires these additional means

of  production?  The  diagram  answers  that  Department  II  needs  them  in  order  to

produce means of consumption in increased quantities. Well then, who requires these

additional consumer goods? Department I, of course – replies the diagram – because it

now employs a greater number of workers. We are plainly running in circles. >From the

capitalist point of view it is absurd to produce more consumer goods merely in order to

maintain more workers, and to, turn out more means of production merely to keep this

surplus of workers occupied. Admittedly, as far as the individual capitalist is concerned,

the worker is just  as good a consumer, i.e.  purchaser of  his commodity,  as another

capitalist or anyone else, provided that he can pay. Every individual capitalist realises

his surplus value in the price of his commodity, whether he sells it to the worker or to

some other buyer. But this does not hold true from the point of view of the capitalist

class as a whole. The working class in general receives from the capitalist class no more

than an assignment to a determinate part of the social product, precisely to the extent

of the variable capital. The workers buying consumer goods therefore merely refund to

the capitalist class the amount of the wages they have received, their, assignment to the

extent of the variable capital. They cannot return a groat more than that; and if they are

in a position to save in order to make themselves independent as small entrepreneurs,

they may even return less, though this is the exception.

Part of the surplus value is consumed by the capitalist class itself in form of consumer

goods, the money exchanged for these being retained in the capitalists’  pockets. But

who can buy the products incorporating the other, the capitalised part of the surplus

value? Partly the capitalists themselves – the diagram answers – who need new means

of production for the purpose of expanding production, and partly the new workers who

will be needed to work these new means of production. But that implies a previous

capitalist  incentive to enlarge production;  if  new workers are set  to work with new

means of production, there must have been a new demand for the products which are to

be turned out.

Perhaps the answer is that the natural increase of the population creates this growing

demand. In fact, the growth of the population and its needs provided the starting point

for our examination of enlarged reproduction in an hypothetical socialist society. There

the requirements of society could serve as an adequate basis, since the only purpose of

production was the satisfaction of wants. In a capitalist society, however, the matter is

rather different. What kind of people are we thinking of when we speak of an increase

in the population? There are only two classes of the population according to Marx’s

diagram, the capitalists and the workers. The natural increase of the former is already

catered for by that part of the surplus value which is consumed inasmuch as it increases
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in  absolute  quantity.  In  any  case,  it  cannot  be  the  capitalists  who  consume  the

remainder,  since  capitalist  consumption  of  the  entire  surplus  value  would  mean  a

reversion to simple reproduction. That leaves the workers, their class also growing by

natural increase. Yet a capitalist economy is not interested in this increase for its own

sake, as a starting point of growing needs.

The production of consumer goods for Iv and IIv is not an end in itself, as it would be

in a society where the economic system is shaped for the workers and the satisfaction of

their  wants.  In  a  capitalist  system,  Department  II  does  not  produce  means  of

consumption in large quantities simply to keep the workers of Departments I and II.

Quite the contrary: a certain number of workers in Departments I and II can support

themselves  in  every  case  because  their  labour  power  is  useful  under  the  obtaining

conditions  of  supply  and  demand.  This  means  that  the  starting  point  of  capitalist

production is not a given number of workers and their demands, but that these factors

themselves  are  constantly  fluctuating,  ‘dependent’  variables  of  the  capitalist

expectations of  profit.  The question is therefore whether the natural  increase of  the

working  class  also  entails  a  growing  effective  demand over  and above  the  variable

capital. And that is quite impossible. The only source of money for the working class in

our diagram is the variable capital  which must therefore provide in advance for the

natural increase of the workers. One way or the other: either the older generation must

earn enough to keep their offspring – who cannot, then, count as additional consumers;

or, failing that, the next generation, the young workers, must turn to work in order to

obtain wages and means of subsistence for themselves – in which case the new working

generation is already included in the number of workers employed. On this count, the

process of accumulation in Marx’s diagram cannot be explained by the natural increase

of the population.

But wait! Even under the sway of capitalism, society does not consist exclusively of

capitalists and wage labourers. Apart from these two classes, there are a host of other

people: the landowners, the salaried employees, the liberal professions such as doctors,

lawyers,  artists  and  scientists.  Moreover,  there  is  the  Church  and  its  servants,  the

Clergy, and finally the State with its officials and armed forces. All these strata of the

population can be counted, strictly speaking, neither among the capitalist nor among

the working class. Yet society has to feed and support them. Perhaps it is they, these

strata  apart  from  the  capitalists  and  wage  labourers,  who  call  forth  enlarged

reproduction by their demand. But this seeming solution cannot stand up to a closer

scrutiny. The landowners must as consumers of rent, i.e. of part of the surplus value,

quite obviously be numbered among the capitalist class; since we are here concerned

with the surplus value in its undivided, primary form, their consumption is  already

allowed for in the consumption of the capitalist class. The liberal professions in most
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cases obtain their money, i.e. the assignment to part of the social product, directly or

indirectly from the capitalist class who pay them with bits of their own surplus value.

And the same applies  to  the Clergy,  with the difference only  that  its  members  also

obtain their purchasing power in part from the workers, i.e from wages. The upkeep of

the State, lastly, with its officers and armed forces is borne by the rates and taxes, which

are in their turn levied upon either the surplus value or the wages. Within the limits of

Marx’s  diagram there  are  in  fact  only  the  two  sources  of  income in  a  society:  the

labourers’  wages  and  the  surplus  value.  All  the  strata  of  the  population  we  have

mentioned as apart from the capitalists and the workers, are thus to be taken only for

joint consumers of these two kinds of income. Marx himself rejects any suggestion that

these ‘third persons’ are more than a subterfuge:

‘All members of society not directly engaged in reproduction, with or without labour, can

obtain their share of the annual produce of commodities – in other words, their articles of

consumption ...  only out  of  the  hands of  those classes who are  the  first  to handle  the

product, that is to say, productive labourers, industrial capitalists, and real estate owners.

To  that  extent  their  revenues  are  substantially  derived  from  wages  (of  the  productive

labourers), profit and ground rent, and appear as indirect derivations when compared to

these primary sources of revenue. But, on the other hand, the recipients of these revenues,

thus indirectly derived, draw them by grace of their social functions, for instance that of a

king, priest, professor, prostitute, soldier, etc., and they may regard these functions as the

primary sources of their revenue.’(5)

And about the consumers of interest and ground rent as buyers, Marx says:

‘Now, if that portion of the surplus-value of commodities, which the industrial capitalist

yields in the form of ground rent or interest to other shareholders in the surplus value,

cannot be in the long run converted into money by the sale of the commodities, then there

is an end to the payment of rent and interest, and the landowners or recipients of interest

can no longer serve in the role of miraculous interlopers, who convert aliquot portions of

the annual reproduction into money by spending their revenue. The same is true of the

expenditure  of  all  so-called unproductive  labourers,  State  officials,  physicians,  lawyers,

etc., and others who serve economists as an excuse for explaining inexplicable things, in

the role of the “general public”.’(6)

Seeing that we cannot discover within capitalist society any buyers whatever for the

commodities in which the accumulated part of the surplus value is embodied, only one

thing is  left:  foreign trade.  But there are a great many objections to a method that

conceives  of  foreign trade as  a  convenient  dumping ground for  commodities  which

cannot be found any proper place in the reproductive process. Recourse to foreign trade

really begs the question: the difficulties implicit  in the analysis are simply shifted –

quite unresolved – from one country to another. Yet if the analysis of the reproductive

process  actually  intends  not  any  single  capitalist  country  but  the  capitalist  world

market, there can be no foreign trade: all countries are ‘home’. This point is made by
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Marx already in the first volume of Capital, in connection with accumulation:

‘We here take no account of export trade, by means of which a nation can change articles of

luxury either into means of production or means of subsistence, and vice versa. In order

to  examine  the  object  of  our  investigation  in  its  integrity,  free  from  all  disturbing

subsidiary circumstances, we must treat the whole world as one nation and assume that

capitalist production is everywhere established and has possessed itself of every branch of

industry.’(7)

The same difficulty presents itself if we consider the matter from yet another aspect. In

Marx’s diagram of accumulation we assumed that the portion of the social surplus value

intended for accumulation exists from the first in a natural form which demands it to be

used for capitalisation.

‘In one word, surplus-value is convertible into capital solely because the surplus-product,

whose value it is, already, comprises the material element of new capital.’(8)

In the figures of our diagram:

 I. 5,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 7,000 means of production

II. 1,430c +    285v +    285s = 2,000 means of consumption

Here, a surplus value of 570s can be capitalised because from the very outset it consists

in means of production. To this quantity of producer goods there correspond besides

additional consumer goods to the amount of 140s that 684s can be capitalised in all.

But the process here assumed of simply transferring means of production to constant

capital  on  the  one  hand,  consumer  goods  to  variable  capital  on  the  other,  in

commensurate  quantities,  is  in  contradiction  with  the  very  structure  of  capitalist

commodity production. Whatever natural form the surplus value may have, there can

be no immediate transfer to the place of production for the purpose of accumulation. It

must first be realised, it must be turned into hard cash.(9)

Of the surplus value in Department I, 500 are fit to be capitalised, but not until they

have first been realised; the surplus value has to shed its natural form and assume the

form of pure value before it can be added to productive capital. This is true for each

individual capitalist and also for the aggregate capitalist of  society, it  being a prime

condition for capitalist production that the surplus value must be realised in the form of

pure value. Accordingly, regarding reproduction from the point of view of society as a

whole –

‘We must not follow the manner copied by Proudhon from bourgeois economy, which

looks upon this matter as though a society with a capitalist mode of production would lose

its specific historical and economic characteristics by being taken as a unit. Not at all. We

have, in that case, to deal with the aggregate capitalist.’(10)
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The surplus value must therefore shed its form as surplus product before it can re-

assume it for the purpose of accumulation; by some means or other it must first pass

through the money stage.  So the surplus product  of  Departments I  and II  must be

bought – by whom? On the above showing, there will have to be an effective demand

outside I and II, merely in order to realise the surplus value of the two departments,

just so that the surplus product can be turned to cash. Even then, we should only have

got to the stage where the surplus value has become money. If this realised surplus

value  is  further  to  be  employed  in  the  process  of  enlarging  reproduction,  in

accumulation, an even larger demand must be expected for the future, a demand which

is again to come from outside the two departments. Either the demand for the surplus

product will therefore have to increase annually in accordance with the rate of increase

of the accumulated surplus value, or – vice versa  – accumulation can only proceed

precisely in so far as the demand outside I and II is rising.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) Capital, vol.ii, pp.598-9.

(2) Ibid., p.599.

(3) Ibid., pp.600-1.

(4) Surplus consumption.

(5) Capital, vol.ii, p.429.

(6) Ibid., pp.531-532.

(7) Op. cit., vol.i, p.594, note 1.

(8) Ibid., p.594.

(9)  Here we can leave out  of  account  instances of  products  capable  in part  of  entering the
process  of  production  without  any  exchange,  such  as  coal  in  the  mines.  Within  capitalist
production as a whole such cases are rare (cf. Marx, Theorien ..., vol.ii, part 2, pp.255ff.)

(10) Capital, vol.i, p.503.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 8

COMPLETE abstraction from the circulation of money, though making the process of

accumulation so smooth and simple in the diagram of enlarged reproduction, has great

disadvantages of its own, we see. There was much to be said for this method in the

analysis  of  simple  reproduction,  where  consumption  is  the  be-all  and  end-all  of

production.  Money  there  had  an  ephemeral  part,  mediating  the  distribution  of  the

social product among the various groups of consumers – the agent for the renewal of

capital.  In  the  process  of  accumulation,  however,  the  money  form has  an essential

function: it no longer serves as a mere agent in the circulation of commodities – here it

has come to be a feature of capital itself, an element in the circulation of capital. Even if

the transformation of the surplus value is not essential to real reproduction, it is the

economic sine qua non of capitalist accumulation. In the transition from production to

reproduction, the surplus product is thus subjected to two metamorphoses: first it casts

off  its  use-form and then it  assumes a  natural  form which is  fit  for  the purpose of

accumulation. The point here is not that the different cycles of production are counted

off in units of years. It would be just as well to take the month; for that matter, the

successive transformation of individual portions of the surplus value in Departments I

and II may even intersect in time. Series of years here do not mean units of time but

really  intend  the  sequence  of  economic  transformations.  What  matters  is  that  this

sequence must be observed if accumulation is to keep its capitalist character, whether it

extends  over  a  longer  or  a  shorter  period  of  time.  This  brings  us  back  to  the  old

question: How, and by whom, is the accumulated surplus value to be realised?
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Marx was well aware that his seemingly water-tight scheme of accumulation did not

cover this point adequately, and he himself kept reviewing the problem from various

angles. What he says is this:

‘It  has been shown in  volume i,  how accumulation works in the  case of  the  individual

capitalist. By the conversion of the commodity-capital into money, the surplus-product, in

which the surplus-value is incorporated, is also monetised. The capitalist reconverts the

surplus-value thus monetised into additional natural elements of his productive capital. In

the next cycle of production the increased capital furnishes an increased product. But what

happens in the case of tile individual capital, must also show, in the annual reproduction of

society as a whole, just as we have seen it does in the case of reproduction on a simple

scale, where the successive precipitation of the depreciated elements of fixed capital in the

form of money, accumulated, as a hoard, also makes itself felt in the annual reproduction

of society.’(1)

He examines  the mechanism of  accumulation further  from this  very  point  of  view,

focusing on the fact that surplus value must pass through the money stage before it is

accumulated.

‘For instance, capitalist A, who sells during one year, or during a number of successive

years, certain quantities of commodities produced by him, thereby converts that portion of

the commodities, which bears surplus-value, the surplus-product, or, in other words, the

surplus value produced by himself; successively into money, accumulates it gradually, and

thus makes for himself  a  new potential money-capital.  It  is potential  money-capital on

account of its capacity and destination, of being converted into the elements of productive

capital. But practically he merely, accumulates a simple hoard, which is not an element of

actual production. His activity for the time being consists only in withdrawing circulating

money out of circulation. Of course, it is not impossible that the circulating money thus

laid away by him, was itself; before it entered into circulation, a portion of some other

hoard.’(2) ‘Money is withdrawn from circulation and accumulated as a hoard by the sale of

commodities, without a subsequent purchase: If this operation is conceived as one taking

place universally, then it seems inexplicable where the buyers are to come from, since in

that case everybody would want to sell in order to hoard, and no one would want to buy.

And  it  must  be  so  conceived,  since  every  individual  capital  may  be  in  process  of

accumulation.

‘If we were to conceive of the process of circulation as one taking place in a straight line

between the various divisions of  annual  reproduction – which would be incorrect as it

consists with a few exceptions of mutually retroactive movements – then we should have to

start out from the producer of gold (or silver) who buys without selling, and to assume that

all others sell to him. In that case, the entire social surplus-product of the current year

would pass into his hands, representing the entire surplus-value of the year, and all the

other capitalists  would distribute among themselves their  relative shares in his  surplus

product, which consists naturally of money, gold being the natural form of his surplus-

value. For that portion of the product of the gold producer, which has to make good his

active capital, is already tied up and disposed of. The surplus-value of the gold producer, in

the form of gold, would then be the only fund from which all other capitalists would have
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to derive the material for the conversion of their annual surplus-product into gold. The

magnitude of its value would then have to be equal to the entire annual surplus-value of

society, which must first assume the guise of a hoard. Absurd as this assumption would be,

it would accomplish nothing more than to explain the possibility of a universal formation

of a hoard at the same period. It would not further reproduction itself, except on the part of

the gold producer, one single step.

‘Before we solve this seeming difficulty, we must distinguish ...’(3)

The obstacle in the way of realising the surplus value which Marx here calls a ‘seeming

difficulty’ nevertheless is important enough for the whole further discussion in Capital,

volume ii, to be concentrated on overcoming it. As a first attempt, Marx proffers the

solution of a hoard which, owing to the separation of the different individual constant

capitals in the process of circulation, will inevitably be formed in a capitalist system of

production. Inasmuch as different capital investments have different spans of life, and

there is always an interval before the parts of a plant are due for renewal, at any given

moment we may find that one individual capitalist is already busy renewing his plant,

while another is still building up reserves from the proceeds yielded by the sale of his

commodities against the day when he will have enough to renew his fixed capital.

‘For instance, let A sell 600, representing 400c + 100v + 100s to B, who may represent

more than one buyer.  A sells 600 in commodities for 600 in money, of which 100 are

surplus-value which he withdraws from circulation and hoards in the form of money. But

these 100 in money are but the money-form of the surplus-product in which a value of 100

was incorporated.’(4)

In order to comprehend the problem in complete purity, Marx here assumes the whole

of the surplus value to be capitalised, for which reason he ignores altogether that part of

the surplus value is used for the capitalists’ personal consumption; in addition, A', A''

and A''' as well as B', B'' and B''' here belong to Department I.

‘The formation of a hoard, then, is not a production, nor is it an increment of production.

The action of the capitalist consists merely in withdrawing from circulation 100 obtained

by the sale of his surplus-product, in holding and hoarding this amount. This operation is

carried  on,  not  alone  on  the  part  of  A,  but  at  numerous  points  of  the  periphery  of

circulation by other capitalists named A', A'', A''' ... However, A accomplishes the formation

of  a  hoard only  to  the  extent that  he  acts  as  a  seller,  so  far  as  his  surplus-product  is

concerned, not as a buyer. His successive production of surplus-products, the bearers of

his surplus-value convertible into money, is therefore a premise for the formation of his

hoard.  In  the  present  case,  where  we  are  dealing  only  with  the  circulation  within

Department I, the natural form of the surplus-product, and of the total product of which it

is  a part,  is that of an element of  constant capital  of  I,  that is  to say it  belongs to the

category of a means of production creating means of production. We shall see presently,

what becomes of it, what function it performs, in the hands of the buyers such as B, B', B'',

etc.

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.8) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

3 of 14 9/20/2018, 9:37 PM



‘It  must  particularly  be  noted  at  this  point  that  A,  while  withdrawing  money  from

circulation  and  hoarding  it,  on  the  other  hand  throws  commodities  into  it  without

withdrawing  other  commodities  in  return.  The  capitalists,  B,  B',  B'',  etc.,  are  thereby

enabled  to  throw  only  money  into  it  and  withdraw  only  commodities  from  it.  In  the

present case, these commodities, according to their natural form and destination, become

a fixed or circulating element of the constant capital of B, B', etc.’(5)

There  is  nothing  new  about  this  whole  process.  Marx  had  already  described  it

extensively in connection with simple reproduction, since it alone can explain how a

society is able to renew constant capital under conditions of capitalist reproduction.

How this process can lay the besetting problem of our analysis of enlarged reproduction

is far from self-evident. The difficulty had been that for the purpose of accumulation,

part of the surplus value is not consumed by the capitalists but added to capital in order

to expand production, giving rise to the question of buyers for this additional product.

The capitalists do not want to consume it and the workers are not able to do so, their

entire  consumption  being  covered  in  every  case  by  the  available  variable  capital.

Whence the demand for the accumulated surplus value? or,  as Marx would have it:

Whence the money to pay for the accumulated surplus value?

If, by way of answer, we are referred to the process of hoarding attendant upon the

gradual renewal of the constant capital by the individual capitalists at various times, the

connection between these two points remains obscure. As long as B, B' and B'', etc., buy

producer goods from their colleagues A, A'  and A''  in order to renew their constant

capital  that  has  in  fact  been  used  up,  the  limits  of  simple  reproduction  are  not

transcended, and the whole thing has nothing to do with our problem. The moment the

producer goods purchased by B, B',  B'',  etc., serve to increase their constant capital,

however,  for  purposes  of  accumulation,  a  number  of  new  questions  clamour  for

attention. First and foremost where do the B’s get the cash to buy an additional product

from the A’s? The only way they could have made their money is by sale of their own

surplus product. Before they can acquire new means of production for expanding their

enterprises, before they appear as buyers, that is to say, of the surplus product that is to

be accumulated, they must first have disposed of their own surplus product – in a word,

B, B', B'', etc., must have been vendors themselves. But who could have bought their

surplus product? It is obvious that the difficulty is simply shifted from the A’s to the B’s

without having been mastered.

At one stage of the analysis it really does seem for a time as if a solution were found at

last. After a short digression, Marx returns to the main line of his investigation in the

following words:

‘In  the  present  case,  this  surplus-product  consists  at  the  outset  of  means  of

production used in the creation of means of production. It is not until it reaches the
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hands of B, B', B'', etc.; (I) that this surplus-product serves as an additional constant

capital. But it  is virtually that even in the hands of the accumulators of hoards, the

capitalists A, A', A'', (I), before it is sold. If we consider merely the volume of values of

the reproduction on the part of I, then we are still moving within the limits of simple

reproduction,  for  no  additional  capital  has  been  set  in  motion  for  the  purpose  of

creating  this  virtual  additional  capital  (the  surplus-product),  nor  has  any  greater

amount  of  surplus-labour  been  performed  than  that  done  on  the  basis  of  simple

reproduction.  The  difference  is  here  only  one  of  the  form  of  the  surplus-labour

performed, of the concrete nature of its particularly useful service. It is expended in

means of production for Department Ic instead of IIc, in means of production of means

of production instead of means of production of articles of consumption. In the case of

simple reproduction it had been assumed that the entire surplus-value was spent as

revenue in the commodities of II. Hence it consisted only of such means of production

as restore the constant capital of IIc  in its natural form. In order that the transition

from simple to expanded reproduction may take place, the production in Department I

must be enabled to create fewer elements for the constant capital of II and more for

that of  I  ...  Considering the matter  merely from the point of  view of the volume of

values, it follows, then, that the material requirements of expanded reproduction are

produced within simple reproduction. It is simply a question of the expenditure of the

surplus-labour of the working class of I for the production of means of production, the

creation of virtual additional capital of I. The virtual additional money capital, created

on the part of  A,  A',  A'',  by the successive  sale of  their  surplus-product,  which was

formed without any capitalist expenditure of money, is in this case simply the money-

form of the additional means of production made by I.’(6)

On  this  interpretation,  the  difficulty  seems  to  dissolve  into  thin  air  at  our  touch.

Accumulation requires no new sources of  money at all.  Before, when the capitalists

themselves  consumed their  surplus value,  they had to have a corresponding money

reserve in hand, the analysis of simple reproduction already having proved that the

capitalist class must itself put into circulation the money needed for the realisation of

their surplus value. Now, instead of consumer goods, the capitalist class, or rather B, B',

and B'',  buy an equivalent amount of means of  production in order to expand their

production. In this way, money to the same value is accumulated in the hands of the

other capitalist group, viz. A, A', A'', etc.

‘This hoarding ... does not in any way imply an addition to the wealth in precious metals,

but only a change of function on the part of money previously circulating. A while ago it

served as a medium of circulation, now it serves as a hoard, as a virtual additional money-

capital in process of formation.’(7)

And that is that! Yet this way out of the difficulty is open to us only on one condition,
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and that is not far to seek: Marx here takes accumulation in its first rudiments, in statu

nascendi, as it begins to evolve from simple reproduction. In respect of the amount of

value, production is not yet enlarged, it has only been rearranged so that its material

elements are grouped in a different way. That the sources of money also seem adequate

is therefore not surprising. This solution, however, is only true for one specific moment,

the period of transition from simple reproduction to enlarged reproduction – in short, a

moment that has no reference to reality and can only be conceived speculatively. Once

accumulation has been established for some time, when increasing amounts of value

are thrown upon the market in every period of production, buyers for these additional

values cannot fail to become a problem. And on this point the proffered solution breaks

down. For that matter, it was never more than a seeming solution, not a real one. On

closer scrutiny, it fails us even at the precise instant it appears to have smoothed the

way for us. For if we take accumulation just at the very moment of its emergence from

simple reproduction, the prime condition it demands is a decrease in the consumption

of the capitalist class. No sooner have we discovered a way to expand reproduction with

the means of circulation already at hand, than we find previous consumers trickling

away at the same rate. What, then, is the good of expanding production; who is there

able to buy from B, B' and B'' this increased amount of products which they could turn

out  only  by  denying  themselves  the  money  they  need  for  buying  new  means  of

production from A, A' and A''?

That solution, we see, was a mere illusion – the difficulty still persists. Marx himself

at once re-opens the question where B, B'  and B''  get the money to buy the surplus

product of A, A' and A''.

‘To the extent that the products created by B, B', B'', etc., (I) re-enter in their natural

form into their own process, it goes without saying that a corresponding portion of their

own surplus-product  is  transferred directly  (without any intervention of  circulation)  to

their productive capital  and becomes an element of  additional  constant capital.  To the

same extent they do not help to convert any surplus-product of A, A',  A'',  etc.,  (I)  into

money.  Aside  from this,  where  does  the  money come from?  We know that  they  have

formed their hoard in the same way as A, A', etc., by the sale of their respective surplus

products. Now they have arrived at the point where their  accumulated hoard of virtual

money-capital is to enter effectually upon its function as additional money-capital. But this

is merely turning around in a circle. The question still remains: Where does the money

come from, which the various B’s (I) withdrew from the circulation and accumulated?’(8)

His prompt reply again seems surprisingly simple:

‘Now we know from the analysis of simple reproduction, that the capitalists of I and II

must have a certain amount of ready money in their hands, in order to be able to dispose of

their  surplus products.  In  that  case,  the  money which served only for  the  spending of

revenue  in  articles  of  consumption  returned to  the  capitalists  in  the  same measure in
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which the advanced it for the purpose of disposing of their commodities. Here the same

money  reappears,  but  in  a  different  function.  The  A’s  and  B’s  supply  one  another

alternately  with  the  money for  converting their  surplus-product  into  virtual  additional

capital,  and  throw  the  newly  formed  money-capital  alternately  into  circulation  as  a

medium of purchase.’(9)

That is harking back to simple reproduction all over again. It is quite true, of course,

that  the  capitalists  A  and  the  capitalists  B  are  constantly  accumulating  a  hoard  of

money bit by bit so as to be able to renew their constant (fixed) capital from time to

time, and in this way they really are assisting one another in realising their products.

Yet this  accumulating hoard does not drop from the clouds – it  is simply a natural

precipitation of the fixed capital that is (in terms of value) continually being transferred

in installments to the products which are then one by one realised in the process of sale.

Owing to its very nature, the accumulated hoard can only cover the renewal of the old

capital;  there  cannot  possibly  be  enough to  serve  further  for  purchasing  additional

constant capital. That means that we are still within the limits of simple reproduction.

Perhaps,  though,  that  part  of  the  medium of  circulation  which  hitherto  served  the

capitalists for their personal consumption, and is now to be capitalised, becomes a new

source of additional money? For that to be true, however, we should have to be back at

the unique and fleeting moment that  has  no more than theoretical  existence – the

period  of  transition  from  simple  to  enlarged  reproduction.  Beyond  this  gap

accumulation cannot proceed – we are in truth going round in circles.

So the capitalist hoarding will not do as a way out of our difficulties. This conclusion

should not come as a surprise, since the very exposition of the difficulty was misleading.

It is not the source of money that constitutes the problem of accumulation, but the

source of  the  demand for  the  additional  goods produced by the capitalised surplus

value;  not  a  technical  hitch  in  the  circulation  of  money  but  an  economic  problem

pertaining to the reproduction of the total social capital. Quite apart from the question

which had claimed Marx’s entire attention so far, namely where B, B', etc., (I), get the

money  to  buy  additional  means  of  production  from  A,  A',  etc.,  (I),  successful

accumulation will inevitably have to face a far more serious problem: to whom can B,

B', etc., now sell their increased surplus product? Marx finally makes them sell their

products to one another:

‘It may be that the different B, B', B'', etc., (I), whose virtual new capital enters upon its

active function, are compelled to buy from one another their product (portions of their

surplus product) or to sell it to one another. In that case, the money advanced by them for

the  circulation  of  their  surplus-product  flows  back  under  normal  conditions  to  the

different B’s in the same proportion in which they advanced it for the circulation of their

respective commodities.’(10)
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‘In that case’ – the problem simply has not been solved, for after all B, B', and B'' have

not cut down on their consumption and expanded their production just so as to buy

each other’s increased product, i.e. means of production. Even that, incidentally, would

only be possible to a very limited extent Marx assumes a certain division of labour in

Department I itself: the A’s turn out means of production for making producer goods

and the B’s means of production for making consumer goods, which is as much as to

say that, though the product of A, A', etc., need never leave Department I, the product

of B, B', etc., is by its natural form predestined from the first for Department II. Already

the  accumulation  of  B,  B',  etc.,  it  follows,  must  lead  us  to  circulation  between

Departments I and II. Thus Marx’s analysis itself confirms that, if Department I is to

accumulate, the department for means of consumption must, in the last resort, increase

its immediate or mediate demand for means of production, and so it is to Department

II and its capitalists that we must look for buyers for the additional product turned out

by Department I.

Sure enough, Marx’s second attack on the problem takes up from there: the demand

of  capitalists  in Department II  for  additional  means of  production.  Such a  demand

inevitably implies that the constant capital IIc is in process of expanding. This is where

the difficulty becomes truly formidable:

‘Take it now that A(I) converts his surplus-product into gold by selling it to a capitalist B in

Department II. This can be done only by the sale of means of production on the part of A(I)

to B(II) without a subsequent purchase of articles of consumption, in other words, only by

a one-sided sale  on A’s  part.  Now we have seen that  IIc  cannot  be  converted into the

natural form of productive constant capital unless not only Iv but also at least a portion of

Is, is exchanged for a portion of IIc, which IIc exists in the form of articles of consumption.

But now that A has converted his Is  into gold by making this exchange impossible and

withdrawing the money obtained from IIc  out  of circulation, instead of  spending it  for

articles of consumption of IIc, there is indeed on the part of A(I) a formation of additional

virtual money-capital, but on the other hand there is a corresponding portion of the value

of the constant capital B(II) held in the form of commodity-capital, unable to transform

itself  into  natural  productive  constant  capital.  In  other  words,  a  portion  of  the

commodities of B(II), and at that a portion which must be sold if he wishes to reconvert his

entire constant capital into its productive form, has become unsaleable. To that extent,

there is an overproduction which clogs reproduction, even on the same scale.’(11)

Department I’s efforts to accumulate by selling its additional product to Department II

have met  with an unlooked-for  result:  a  deficit  for  the  capitalists  of  Department II

serious enough to prevent even simple reproduction on the old scale.

Having got to this crucial point, Marx seeks to lay bare the root of the problem by

careful and detailed exposition:

‘Let us now take a closer look at the accumulation in Department II. The first difficulty
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with reference to IIc, that is to say the conversion of an element of the commodity-capital

of II into the natural form of constant capital of II, concerns simple reproduction. Let us

take the formula previously used. (1,000v + 1,000s) I are exchanged for 2,000 IIc. Now, if

one half of the surplus-product of I, or 500s, is reincorporated in Department I as constant

capital, then this portion, being detained in Department I, cannot take the place of any

portion of IIc. Instead of being converted into articles of consumption, it is made to serve

as  an additional  means of  production in  Department  I  itself  ...  It  cannot perform this

function simultaneously in I and II. The capitalist cannot spend the value of his surplus

product for articles of consumption, and at the same time consume the surplus-product

itself productively, by incorporating it in his productive capital. Instead of 2,000 I(v + s),

only 1,500 are exchangeable for 2,000 IIc, namely 1,000v + 500s of I. But 500 Ic cannot

be reconverted from the form of commodities into productive constant capital of II.’(12)

By now, hardly anybody could fail to be convinced that the difficulty is real, but we have

not taken a single step nearer a solution. This, incidentally, is where Marx has to do

penance for  his  ill-advised continual  recourse  in  an earlier  over-simplification,  to  a

fictitious moment of transition – in order to elucidate the problem of accumulation –

from  simple  reproduction  to  enlarged  reproduction,  making  his  major  premise

accumulation at its very inception, in its feeble infancy instead of its vigorous stride.

There was something to be said, at least, for this fiction, so long as it was just a question

of  accumulation within  Department I.  The capitalists  of  Department I,  who denied

themselves part of what they had been wont to consume, at once had a new hoard of

money  in  hand  with  which  they  could  start  capitalisation.  But  when  it  comes  to

Department II, the same fiction only piles on the difficulties. The ‘abstinence’ of the

capitalists in Department I  here finds expression in a painful loss of  consumers for

whose expected demand production had largely been calculated. Since the capitalists of

Department II, on whom we tried the experiment whether they might not possibly be

the long-sought buyers of the additional product of accumulation in Department I, are

themselves in sore straits  – not knowing as yet  where to go with their  own unsold

product – they are even less likely to be of any help to us. There is no shutting our eyes

to the fact that an attempt to make one group of capitalists accumulate at the expense of

the other is bound to get involved in glaring inconsistencies.

Yet another attempt to get round the difficulty is subsequently mentioned by Marx

who at once rejects it as a subterfuge. The unmarketable surplus value in Department

II, that is the result of accumulation in Department I might be considered a reserve of

commodities  the  society  is  going  to  need  in  the  course  of  the  following year.  This

interpretation Marx counters with his usual thoroughness:

‘(1) ... the forming of such supplies and the necessity for it applies to all capitalists, those of

I as well as of II. Considering them in their capacity as sellers of commodities, they differ

only by the fact that they sell different kinds of commodities. A supply of commodities of II

implies a previous supply of commodities of I. If we neglect this supply on the one side, we
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must also do so on the other. But if we count them in on both sides, the problem is not

altered  in  any  way.  (2)  Just  as  this  year  closes  on  the  side  of  II  with  a  supply  of

commodities for the next year, so it was opened by a supply of commodities on the same

side,  taken over  from last  year.  In  the  analysis  of  annual  reproduction,  reduced to  its

abstract  form,  we  must  therefore  strike  it  out  at  both  ends.  By  leaving  this  year  in

possession of its entire production, including the supply held for next year, we take from it

the supply of commodities transferred from last year, and thus we have actually to deal

with the aggregate product of an average year as the object of our analysis. (3) The simple

circumstance that the difficulty which must be overcome did not show itself in the analysis

of simple reproduction proves that it is a specific phenomenon due merely to the different

arrangement of the elements of Department I with a view to reproduction, an arrangement

without which reproduction on an expanded scale cannot take place at all.’(13)

The last remark, be it noted, is equally damaging to his own earlier attempt at resolving

the specific difficulties of accumulation by moments pertaining to simple reproduction,

viz. the formation of a hoard consequent upon the gradual turnover of the fixed capital

in  the hands of  the  capitalists  which was previously  adduced as  the explanation of

accumulation in Department I.

Marx then proceeds to set out enlarged reproduction in the form of diagrams. But no

sooner does he begin to analyse his diagram, than the same difficulty crops up anew in

a slightly different guise. Assuming that the capitalists of Department II must for their

part convert 140s  into constant capital  so as to make accumulation possible for  the

others, he asks:

‘Therefore  Department  II  must  buy 140s  for  cash  without  recovering  this  money by  a

subsequent sale of its commodities to I. And this is a process which is continually repeated

in every new annual production, so far as it is reproduction on an enlarged scale. Where

does II get the money for this?’(14)

In the following, Marx tries out various approaches in order to discover this source.

First the expenditure on variable capital by the capitalists in Department II is closely

scrutinised. True, it exists in the form of money; but its proper function is the purchase

of labour power, and it cannot possibly be withdrawn and made to serve, maybe, for

purchasing additional means of production.

‘This continually repeated departure from and return to the starting point, the pocket of

the capitalist, does not add in any way to the money moving in this cycle. This, then, is not

a source of the accumulation of money.’(15)

Marx then considers all conceivable dodges, only to show them up as evading the issue.

‘But stop!’ he claims. ‘Isn’t there a chance to make a: little profit?’(15)

He considers whether the capitalists could not manage to save a little of the variable
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capital by depressing the wages of the workers below the normal average and thus to

tap a new source of  money for accumulation. A mere flick of  his fingers,  of course,

disposes of this notion:

‘But it must not be forgotten that the wages actually paid (which determine the magnitude

of the variable capital under normal conditions) do not depend on the benevolence of the

capitalists, but must be paid under certain conditions. This does away with this expedient

as a source of additional money.’(15)

He even explores what hidden methods there may be of ‘saving’ on the variable capital,

such  as  the  truck  system,  frauds,  etc.,  only  to  comment  finally:  ‘This  is  the  same

operation as under (1), only disguised and carried out by a detour. Therefore it must

likewise be rejected as an explanation of the present problem.’(16)

All efforts to make the variable capital yield a new source of money for the purpose of

accumulation are thus unrewarded: ‘In short, we cannot accomplish anything with 376

IIv for the solution of this question.’(16)

Marx next turns to the cash reserves which the capitalists in Department II keep for

the circulation of their own consumption and investigates whether none of this money,

can  be  diverted  to  the  purposes  of  capitalisation.  Yet  this,  he  allows,  is  ‘still  more

impossible’.

‘Here the capitalists of the same department are standing face to face, heavily buying and

selling their  articles of  consumption.  The money required for these  transactions serves

only as a medium of circulation and must flow back to the interested: parties in the normal

course of things, to the extent that they have advanced it to the circulation, in order to pass

again and again over the same course.’(17)

The next attempt to follow belongs, as was to have been expected, to the category of

those ‘subterfuges’ which Marx ruthlessly refutes: the attempt to explain that money-

capital  can  be  formed  in  the  hands  of  one  capitalist  group  in  Department  II  by

defrauding the other capitalists within the same department – viz. in the process of the

mutual selling of consumer goods. No time need be wasted on this little effort.

Then comes a more sober proposition: ‘Or, a certain portion of IIs,  represented by

necessities of life, might be directly converted into new variable capital of Department

II.’(18)

It is not quite clear how this can help us over the hurdle, help to get accumulation

going. For one thing, the formation of additional variable capital in Department II is

not much use if we have no additional constant capital for this department, being in fact

engaged on the task of finding it. For another thing, our present concern is to see if we
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can find in Department II a source of money for the purchase of additional means of

production  from  I,  and  Department  II’s  problem  how  to  place  its  own  additional

product in some way or other in the process of production is beside the point. Further,

is  the  implication  that  the  respective  consumer  goods  should  be  used  ‘direct’,  i.e.

without  the  mediation  of  money,  in  the  production  of  Department  II,  so  that  the

corresponding amount of money can be diverted from variable capital to the purpose of

accumulation?  If  so,  we  could  not  accept  the  solution.  Under  normal  conditions  of

capitalist  production,  the  remuneration of  the  workers  by  consumer goods direct  is

precluded, one of the corner-stones of capitalist economy being the money-form of the

variable  capital,  the  independent  transaction  between  the  worker  as  buyer  of

commodities  and producer  of  consumer  goods.  Marx  himself  stresses  this  point  in

another context:

‘We  know  that  the  actual  variable  capital  consists  of  labour  power,  and  therefore  the

additional must consist of the same thing. It is not the capitalist of I who among other

things buys from II a supply of necessities of life for his labourers, or accumulates them for

this purpose, as the slave holder had to do. It is the labourers themselves who trade with

II.’(19)

And  that  goes  for  the  capitalists  of  Department  II  just  as  much  as  for  those  of

Department I, thus disposing of Marx’s last effort.

Marx ends up by referring us to the last part of Capital, volume ii, chapter 21, the

‘Concluding  Remarks  sub  iv,  as  Engels  has  called  them.  Here  we  find  the  curt

explanation:

‘The original source for the money of II is v + s of the gold producers in Department I,

exchanged for a portion of  IIc.  Only  to the  extent that  the  gold producer accumulates

surplus value or converts it into means of production of I, in other words, to the extent that

he expands his production, does his v + s stay out of Department II. On the other hand, to

the extent that the accumulation of gold on the part of the gold producer himself leads

ultimately to an expansion of production, a portion of the surplus-value of gold production

not spent as revenue passes into Department II as additional variable capital of the gold

producers, promotes, the accumulation of new hoards in II and supplies it with means by

which to buy from I without having to sell to it immediately.’(20)

After  the  breakdown  of  all  conceivable  attempts  at  explaining  accumulation,

therefore, after chasing from pillar to post, from A I to B I, and from B I to A II, we are

made to fall back in the end on the very gold producer, recourse to whom Marx had at

the outset of his analysis branded as ‘absurd’. The analysis of the reproductive process,

and the second volume of Capital finally comes to a close without having provided the

long sought-for solution to our difficulty.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section One

The Problem of Reproduction

Chapter 9

THE  flaw  in  Marx’s  analysis  is,  in  our  opinion,  the  misguided  formulation  of  the

problem as a mere question of ‘the sources of money’,  whereas the real issue is the

effective demand, the use made of goods, not the source of the money which is paid for

them.  As  to  money  as  a  means  of  circulation:  when  considering  the  reproductive

process  as  a  whole,  we must  assume that  capitalist  society  must  always  dispose  of

money, or a substitute, in just that quantity that is needed for its process of circulation.

What has to be explained is the great social transaction of exchange, caused by real

economic needs. While it is important to remember that capitalist surplus value must

invariably  pass  through  the  money  stage  before  it  can  be  accumulated,  we  must

nevertheless try to track down the economic demand for the surplus product,  quite

apart from the puzzle where the money comes from. As Marx himself says in another

passage:

‘The  money  on  one  side  in  that  case  calls  forth  expanded  reproduction  on  the  other,

because  the  possibility  for  it  exists  without  the  money.  For  money  in  itself  is  not  an

element of actual reproduction.’(1)

And in  a  different  context,  Marx actually  shows the  question about  the ‘sources  of

money’ to be a completely barren formulation of the problem of accumulation.

In  fact,  he  had  come  up  against  this  difficulty  once  before  when  examining  the
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process  of  circulation.  Still  dealing  with  simple  reproduction,  he  had  asked,  in

connection with the circulation of the surplus value:

‘But  the  commodity  capital  must  be  monetised  before  its  conversion  into  productive

capital, or before the surplus-value contained in it can be spent. Where does the money for

this  purpose come from? This  question  seems difficult  at  the  first  glance,  and neither

Tooke nor anyone else has answered it so far.’(2)

And he was then quite uncompromising about getting to the root of the matter:

‘The circulating capital of 500 p.st. advanced in the form economy-capital, whatever may

be its period of turn-over, may now stand for the total capital of society, that is to say, of

the capitalist class. Let the surplus value be 100 p.st. How can the entire capitalist class

manage to draw continually 600 p.st out of the circulation, when they continually throw

only 500 p.st. into it?’(3)

All that, mind you, refers to simple reproduction, where the entire surplus value is used

for the personal consumption of the capitalist class. The question should therefore from

the outset have been put more precisely in this form: how can the capitalists secure for

themselves, consumer goods to the amount of £100 surplus value on top of putting

£500 into circulation for constant and variable capital? It is immediately obvious that

those £500 which, in form capital, always serve to buy means of production and to pay

the  workers,  cannot  simultaneously  defray  the  expense  of  the  capitalists’  personal

consumption.  Where,  then,  does  the additional  money come from? – the £100 the

capitalists  need to  realise  their  own surplus  value?  Thus all  theoretical  dodges  one

might devise for this point are summarily disposed of by Marx right away:

‘It should not be attempted to avoid this difficulty by plausible subterfuges.

‘For instance: So far as the constant circulating capital is concerned, it is obvious that

not all invest it simultaneously.  While the capitalist A sells his commodities so that his

advanced capital assumes the form of money, there is on the other hand, the available

money-capital of the buyer B which assumes the form of his means of production which A

is just producing. The same transaction, which restores that of B to its productive form,

transforms  it  from  money  into  materials  of  production  and  labour-power;  the  same

amount of money serves in the two-sided process as in every simple purchase C–M. On the

other hand, when A reconverts his money into means of production, he buys from C, and

this man pays B with it, etc., and thus the transaction would be explained.

‘But none of the laws referring to the quantity of the circulating money, which have been

analysed in the circulation of commodities (vol.i, chap.iii), are in any way changed by the

capitalist character of the process of production.

‘Hence, when we have said that the circulating capital of society, to be advanced in the

form of money, amounts to 500 p.st., we have already accounted for the fact that this is on

the one hand the sum simultaneously advanced, and that,  on the other hand, it  sets in

motion more productive capital than 500 p.st., because it serves alternately as the money
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fund of different productive capitals. This mode of explanation, then, assumes that money

as existing whose existence it is called upon to explain.

‘It may be furthermore said: Capitalist A produces articles which capitalist B consumes

unproductively, individually. The money of B therefore monetises the commodity-capital

of A, and thus the same amount serves for the monetisation of the surplus-value of B and

the circulating constant capital of A. But in that case, the solution of the question to be

solved is still more directly assumed, the question: Whence does B get the money for the

payment  of  his  revenue?  How  does  he  himself  monetise  this  surplus-portion  of  his

product?

‘It might also be answered that that portion of the circulating variable capital, which A

continually advances to his labourers, flows back to him continually from the circulation,

and only an alternating part stays continually tied up for the payment of wages.  But a

certain time elapses between the expenditure and the reflux, and meanwhile the money

paid out for wages might, among other uses, serve for the monetisation of surplus-value.

But we know, in the first place, that the greater the time, the greater must be the supply of

money which the capitalist A must keep continually in reserve. In the second place, the

labourer spends the money, buys commodities for it, and thus monetises to that extent the

surplus-value contained in them. Without penetrating any further into the question at this

point, it is sufficient to say that the consumption of the entire capitalist class, and of the

unproductive persons dependent upon it, keeps step with that of the labouring class; so

that, simultaneously with the money thrown into circulation by the labouring class, the

capitalists  must throw money into it,  in order to spend their  surplus-value as revenue.

Hence money must be withdrawn from circulation for it. This explanation would merely

reduce the quantity of money required, but not do away with it.

‘Finally it might be said: A large amount of money is continually thrown into circulation

when fixed capital is first invested, and it is not recovered from the circulation until after

the  lapse  of  years,  by  him who  threw it  into  circulation.  May  not  this  sum suffice  to

monetise the surplus-value? The answer to this is that the employment as fixed capital, if

not by him who threw it into circulation, then by some one else, is probably implied in the

sum of  500 p.st.  (which includes  the  formation of  a  hoard for  needed reserve  funds).

Besides,  it  is  already  assumed  in  the  amount  expended  for  the  purchase  of  products

serving as fixed capital,  that the surplus-value contained in  them is  also paid, and the

question is precisely, where the money for this purpose came from.’(4)

This parting shot, by the way, is particularly noteworthy in that Marx here expressly

repudiates the attempt to explain realisation of the surplus value, even in the case of

simple reproduction, by means of a hoard, formed for the periodical renewal of fixed

capital.  Later  on,  with  a  view  to  realising  the  surplus  value  under  the  much more

difficult  conditions  of  accumulation  he  makes  more  than  one  tentative  effort  to

substantiate  an  explanation of  this  type which he himself  dismissed as  a  ‘plausible

subterfuge’.

Then follows a solution which has a somewhat disconcerting ring:
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‘The general reply has already been given: When a mass of commodities valued at x times

1,000 p.st.  has to circulate, it  changes absolutely nothing in the quantity of  the money

required for this circulation, whether this mass of commodities contains any surplus-value

or not, and whether this mass of commodities has been produced capitalistically or not. In

other words, the problem itself does not exist. All other conditions being given, such as

velocity  of  circulation  of  money,  etc.,  a  definite  sum of  money is  required  in  order  to

circulate the value of commodities worth x times 1,000 p.st., quite independently of the

fact how much or how little of this value falls to the share of the, direct producers of these

commodities.  So far as any problem exists here,  it  coincides with the general problem:

Where does all  the  money required for the circulation of  the commodities of  a  certain

country come from?’(5)

The argument is quite sound. The answer to the general question about the origin of the

money for putting a certain quantity of commodities into circulation within a country

will also tell  us where the money for circulating the surplus value comes from. The

division of the bulk of value contained in these commodities into constant and variable

capital, and surplus value, does not exist from the angle of the circulation of money – in

this connection, it is quite meaningless. But it is only from the angle of the circulation of

money, or of a simple commodity circulation, that the problem has no existence. Under

the aspect of social reproduction as a whole, it is very real indeed; but it should not, of

course,  be  put  in  that  misleading  form  that  brings  us  back  to  simple  commodity

circulation, where it has no meaning. We should not ask, accordingly: Where does the

money  required  for  realising  the  surplus  value  come  from?  but:  Where  are  the

consumers for this surplus value? It is they, for sure, who must have this money in hand

in order to throw it into circulation. Thus, Marx himself; although he just now denied

the problem to exist, keeps coming back to it time and again:

‘Now, there are only two points of  departure: The capitalist and the labourer.  All  third

classes of persons must either receive money for their services from these two classes, or,

to the extent that they receive it without any equivalent services, they are joint owners of

the surplus-value in the form of rent, interest, etc. The fact that the surplus-value does not

all stay in the pocket of the industrial capitalist, but must be shared by him with other

persons,  has  nothing  to  do  with  the  present  question.  The  question  is:  How  does  he

maintain his surplus-value, not, how does he divide the money later after he has secured

it? For the present case, the capitalist may as well be regarded as the sole owner of his

surplus-value. As for the labourer it  has already been said that he is but the secondary

point of departure, while the capitalist is the primary starting point of the money thrown

by the labourer  into  circulation.  The money first  advanced as  variable  capital  is  going

through its second circulation, when the labourer spends it for the payment of means of

subsistence.

‘The  capitalist  class,  then,  remains  the  sole  point  of  departure  of  the  circulation  of

money. If they need 400 p.st. for the payment of means of production, and 100 p.st. for the

payment  of  labour-power,  they  throw 500  p.st.  into  circulation.  But  the  surplus-value

incorporated in the product with a rate of surplus value of 100 per cent, is equal to the
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value of 100 p.st. How can they continually draw 600 p.st. out of circulation, when they

continually, throw only 100 p.st. into it? From nothing comes nothing. The capitalist class

as a whole cannot draw out of circulation what was not previously in it.’(6)

Marx further explodes another device which night conceivably be thought adequate to

the problem, i.e. a more rapid turnover of money enabling a larger amount of value to

circulate by means of a smaller amount of money. The dodge will not work, of course,

since the velocity of money in circulation is already taken into account by equating the

aggregate bulk of commodities with a certain number of pounds sterling. But, then at

last we seem in sight of a proper solution:

‘Indeed, paradoxical as it may appear at first sight, it is the capitalist class itself that throws

the  money  into  circulation  which  serves  for  the  realisation  of  the  surplus-value

incorporated  in  the  commodities.  But,  mark  well,  it  is  not  thrown  into  circulation  as

advanced  money,  not  as  capital.  The  capitalist  class  spends  it  for  their  individual

consumption.  The  money  is  not  advanced  by  them,  although  they  are  the  point  of

departure of its circulation.’(7)

This lucid and comprehensive account is the best evidence that the problem is not just

imaginary  but  very  real.  It  provides  a  solution,  not  by  disclosing  a  new  ‘source  of

money’  for  the  realisation  of  the  surplus  value,  but  by  pointing  out  at  last  the

consumers of this surplus value. We are still, on Marx’s assumption, within the bounds

of simple reproduction; the capitalist class, that is to say, use the whole of their surplus

value  for  personal  consumption.  Since  the  capitalists  are  the  consumers  of  surplus

value, it is not so much a paradox as a truism that they must, in the nature of thing

possess the money for appropriating the objects of consumption, the natural form of

this surplus value. The circulatory transaction of exchange is the necessary consequence

of the fact  that  the individual  capitalist  cannot  immediately  consume his individual

surplus value, and accordingly the individual surplus product, as could, for instance,

the employer of slave labour. As a rule the natural material form of the surplus product

tends to preclude such use. The aggregate surplus value of the capitalists in general is,

however, contained in the total social product – as long as there is simple reproduction

– as expressed by a corresponding quantity of consumer goods for the capitalist class,

just as the sum total of variable capital has its corresponding equivalent in the quantity

of consumer goods for the working class, and as the constant capital of all individual

capitalists  taken  together  is  represented  by  material  means  of  production  in  an

equivalent quantity. In order to exchange the unconsumable individual surplus values

for a corresponding amount of consumer goods, a double transaction of  commodity

exchange is needed: first, the sale of one’s own surplus product and then the purchase

of consumer goods out of the surplus product of society. These two transactions can

only take place among members of the capitalist class,  among individual capitalists,

which means that their agent, the money, thereby merely changes hands as between
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one capitalist  and another  without  ever  being  alienated  from the  capitalist  class  in

general. Since simple reproduction inevitably implies the exchange of equivalents, one

and the same amount of money can serve year by year for the circulation of the surplus

value, and only an excess of zeal will inspire the further query: where does the money

which mediates the capitalists’  own consumption come from in the first place? This

question, however, reduces to a more general one: how did money capital initially come

into  the  hands of  the  capitalists,  that  money  capital  of  which  they  always  retain  a

certain part for their personal consumption, apart from what they use for productive

investment? Put in this way, however, the question belongs in the chapter of so-called

‘primitive  accumulation’,  i.e.  the  historical  genesis  of  capital,  going  beyond  the

framework of an analysis of the process of circulation as well as of reproduction.

Thus the fact is clear and unequivocal – so long as we remain within the bounds of

simple reproduction. Here the problem is solved by the premises themselves; in fact,

the solution is already anticipated by the very concept of simple reproduction which

indeed is based on the entire surplus value being consumed by the capitalist class. This

implies that it must also be the latter who buy it, that is to say, individual capitalists

must buy it from each other.

‘In the present case’, Marx says himself; ‘we had assumed, that the sum of money which

the capitalist  throws into  circulation until  the  first  surplus-value flows back  to  him, is

exactly  equal  to the  surplus-value which he is  going to  produce and monetise.  This  is

obviously an arbitrary assumption, so far as the individual capitalist is concerned. But it

must be correct when applied to the entire capitalist class, when simple reproduction is

assumed. It expresses the same thing that this assumption does, namely, that the entire

surplus-value is  consumed unproductively,  but  it  only,  not  any  portion of  the  original

capital stock.’(8)

But  simple  reproduction  on  a  capitalist  basis  is  after  all  an  imaginary  quantity  in

economic theory: no more and no less legitimate, and quite as unavoidable as √−1 in

mathematics. What is worse, it cannot offer any help at all with the problem of realising

the surplus value in real life, i.e. with regard to enlarged reproduction or accumulation.

Marx himself says so for a second time in the further development of his analysis.

Where  does  the  money  for  realising  the  surplus  value  come  from  if  there  is

accumulation,  i.e.  not  consumption  but  capitalisation  of  part  of  the  surplus  value?

Marx’s first answer is as follows:

‘In the first place, the additional money-capital required for the function of the increasing

productive capital is supplied by that portion of the realised surplus-value which is thrown

into circulation by the capitalists as money-capital, not as the money form of their revenue.

The  money  is  already  present  in  the  hands  of  the  capitalists.  Only  its  employment  is

different.’(9)
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Our investigation of the reproductive process has already made us familiar with this

explanation, and we are equally familiar with its defects; for one thing, the answer rests

on the moment of the first transition from simple reproduction to accumulation. The

capitalists only yesterday consumed their entire surplus value, and thus had in hand an

appropriate amount of money for their circulation. To-day they decide to ‘save’ part of

the surplus value and to invest it productively instead of squandering it. Provided that

material means of production were manufactured instead of luxury goods, they need

only put part of their personal money fund to a different use. But the transition from

simple  reproduction  to  expanded  reproduction  is  no  less  a  theoretical  fiction  than

simple reproduction of capital itself, for which reason Marx immediately goes on to say:

‘Now, by means of the additional productive capital, its product, an additional quantity of

commodities,  is  thrown  into  circulation.  Together  with  this  additional  quantity  of

commodities, a portion of the additional money required for its circulation is thrown into

circulation,  so  far  as  the  value  of  this  mass  of  commodities  is  equal  to  that  of  the

productive capital consumed in their production. This additional quantity of money has

precisely been advanced as an additional money capital, and therefore it flows back to the

capitalist through the turn-over of his capital. Here the same question reappears, which we

met previously.  Where does the  additional  money come from, by which the additional

surplus-value now contained in the form of commodities is to be realised?’(10)

The problem could not be put more precisely. But instead of a solution, there follows

the surprising conclusion:

‘The general reply is again the same. The sum total of the prices of the commodities has

been increased, not because the prices of a given quantity of commodities have risen, but

because the mass of the commodities now circulating is greater than that of the previously

circulating commodities, and because this increase has not been offset by a fall in prices.

The additional money required for the circulation of this greater quantity of commodities

of greater value must be secured, either by greater economy in the circulating quantity of

money  –  whether  by  means  of  balancing  payments,  etc.,  or  by  some  measure  which

accelerates the circulation of the same coins, – or by the transformation of money from the

form of a hoard into that of a circulating medium.’(11)

All this amounts to an exposition along these lines: under conditions of developing and

growing accumulation, capitalist reproduction dumps ever larger masses of commodity

values on the market. To put this commodity mass of a continually increasing value into

circulation requires an ever larger amount of money. This increasing amount of money

must be found somehow or other. All this is, no doubt, plausible and correct as far as it

goes; but our problem is not solved, it: is merely wished away.

One thing or the other! Either we regard the aggregate social product in a capitalist

economy simply as a mass, a conglomeration of commodities of a certain value, seeing

under  conditions  of  accumulation,  a  mere increase  in  this  undifferentiated  mass  of
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commodities and in the bulk of its value. Then all we need say is that a corresponding

quantity of money is required for circulating this bulk of value, that with an increasing

bulk of value the quantity of money must also increase, unless this growth of value is

offset by acceleration of; and economy in, the traffic. And the final question, where does

all money originally come from, could then be answered on Marx’s recipe: from the

gold mines. This, of course, is one way of looking at things, that of simple commodity

circulation. But in that case there is no need to drag in concepts such as constant and

variable capital, or surplus value, which have no place in simple commodity circulation,

belonging essentially to the circulation of capitals and to social reproduction; nor is

there need to inquire for sources of money for the realisation of the social surplus value

under conditions of first simple, and then enlarged, reproduction. Under the aspect of

simple commodity circulation puzzles of this kind are without meaning or content. But

once these questions have been raised, once the course has been set for an investigation

into the circulation of capitals and social reproduction, there can be no appealing to the

sphere of simple commodity circulation, where there is no such problem at all;  and

consequently no solution to it. There can be no looking for the answer there, and then

saying triumphantly that the problem has long been solved and in fact  never really

existed.

All this time, it appears, Marx has been tackling the problem from a wrong approach.

No intelligent purpose can be served by asking for the source of the money needed to

realise the surplus value. The question is rather where the demand can arise – to find

an effective demand for the surplus value. If the problem had been put in this way at

the start, no such long-winded detours would have been needed to show whether it can

be solved or not. On the basis of simple reproduction, the matter is easy enough: since

all surplus value is consumed by the capitalists,  they themselves are the buyers and

provide the full demand for the social surplus value, and by the same token they must

also have the requisite cash in hand for circulation of the surplus value. But on this

showing it is quite evident that under conditions of accumulation, i.e. of capitalisation

of part of the surplus value, it cannot, ex hypothesi, be the capitalists themselves who

buy the entire surplus value, that they cannot possibly realise it. True, if the capitalised

surplus value is to be realised at all, money must be forthcoming in adequate quantifies

for its realisation. But it is quite impossible that this money should come from the purse

of  the  capitalist  class  itself.  Just  because accumulation is  postulated,  the  capitalists

cannot buy their surplus value themselves, even though they might, in abstracto, have

the  money  to  do  so.  But  who  else  could  provide  the  demand for  the  commodities

incorporating the capitalised surplus value?

‘Apart  from  this  class  (the  capitalists),  there  is,  according  to  our  assumption  –  the

general and exclusive domination of capitalist production – no other class but the working

class. All that the working class buys is equal to the sum total of its wages, equal to the sum
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total of the variable capital advanced by the entire capitalist class.’(12)

The workers, then, are even less able than the capitalist class to realise the capitalised

surplus value. Somebody must buy it, if the capitalists are still to be able to recover the

capital they have accumulated and advanced; and yet – we cannot think of any buyers

other  than  capitalists  and  workers.  ‘How  can  the  entire  capitalist  class  accumulate

money under such circumstances?’(12)

Realisation  of  the  surplus  value  outside  the  only  two  existing  classes  of  society

appears as indispensable as it looks impossible. The accumulation of capital has been

caught in a vicious circle. At any rate, the second volume of Capital offers no way out.

If  we  should now ask why Marx’s  Capital  affords  no  solution  to  this  important

problem of the accumulation of capital, we must bear in mind above all that this second

volume is not a finished whole but a manuscript that stops short half way through.

The external form of its last chapters in particular proves them to be in the nature of

notes, intended to clear the author’s own mind, rather than final conclusions ready for

the reader’s enlightenment. This fact is amply authenticated by the man best in the

position to know: Friedrich Engels, who edited the second volume. In his introduction

to the second volume he reports in detail on the conditions of the preliminary studies

and the manuscripts Marx had left, which were to form the basis of this volume:

‘The mere enumeration of the manuscripts left by Marx as a basis for Volume II proves the

unparalleled  conscientiousness  and  strict  self-criticism  which  he  practised  in  his

endeavour to fully elaborate his great economic discoveries before he published them. This

self-criticism rarely permitted him to adapt his presentation of the subject, in content as

well as in form, to his ever widening horizon, which he enlarged by incessant study.

‘The  material  ...  consists  of  the  following  parts:  First,  a  manuscript  entitled  A

contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, containing 1,472 quarto pages in 23

divisions, written in the time from August 1861 to June 1863. It is a continuation of the

work  of  the  same title,  the  first  volume of  which  appeared in  Berlin,  in  1859  ...  This

manuscript, valuable though it is, could not be used in the present edition of Volume II.

‘The manuscript next following in the order of time is that of Volume III ...

‘The period after the publication of Volume I, which is next in order, is represented by a

collection of four manuscripts for Volume II, marked I-IV by Marx himself. Manuscript I

(150 pages) presumably written in 1865 or 1867, is the first independent, but more or less

fragmentary, elaboration of the questions now contained in Volume II. This manuscript is

likewise unsuited for this edition. Manuscript III is partly a compilation of quotations and

references to the manuscripts containing Marx’s  extracts and comments,  most  of  them

relating to the first section of volume II, partly an elaboration of special points, particularly

a critique of Adam Smith’s statements as to fixed and circulating capital and the source of

profits; furthermore, in a discussion of the relations of the rate of surplus-value to the rate

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.9) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

9 of 13 9/20/2018, 9:38 PM



of profit, which belongs in Volume III. The references furnished little that was new, while

the  elaborations  for  Volumes  II  and  III  were  rendered  valueless  through  subsequent

revisions and had to be ruled out for the greater part. Manuscript IV is an elaboration,

ready  for  printing,  of  the  first  section  and  the  first  chapters  of  the  second  section  of

Volume  II,  and  has  been  used  in  its  proper  place.  Although  it  was  found  that  this

manuscript had been written earlier than Manuscript II, yet it was far more finished in

form and could be used with advantage for the corresponding part of this volume. I had to

add only a few supplementary parts of Manuscript II. This last manuscript is the only fairly

completed elaboration of Volume II and dates from the year 1870. The notes for the final

revision, which I shall mention immediately, say explicitly: “The second elaboration must

be used as a basis.”

‘There is another interruption after 1870, due mainly to ill health. Marx employed this

time in his customary way, that is to say he studied agronomics, agricultural conditions in

America and especially  Russia,  the money market and banking institutions, and finally

natural sciences, such as geology and physiology. Independent mathematical studies also

form a large part of the numerous manuscripts of this period. In the beginning of 1877,

Marx had recovered sufficiently to resume once more his chosen life’s work. The beginning

of  1877  is  marked  by  references  and  notes  from  the  above  named  four  manuscripts

intended for a new elaboration of Volume II,  the beginning of which is represented by

Manuscript V (56 pages in folio). It comprises the first four chapters and is not very fully

worked out. Essential points are treated in footnotes. The material is rather collected than

sifted,  but  it  is  the  last  complete  presentation  of  this  most  important  first  section.  A

preliminary attempt to prepare this part for the printer was made in Manuscript VI (after

October 1877 and before July 1878), embracing 17 quarto pages, the greater part of the first

chapter. A second and last attempt was made in Manuscript VII, dated July 2, 1878, and

consisting of 7 pages in folio.

‘About this time Marx seems to have realised that he would never be able to complete

the  second  and  third  volume  in  a  manner  satisfactory  to  himself,  unless  a  complete

revolution  in  his  health  took  place.  Manuscripts  V-VIII  show  traces  of  hard  struggles

against depressing physical conditions far too frequently to be ignored. The most difficult

part of the first section had been worked over in Manuscript V. The remainder of the first,

and  the  entire  second  section,  with  the  exception  of  Chapter  17,  presented  no  great

theoretical difficulties. But the third section, dealing with the reproduction and circulation

of social capital, seemed to be very much in need of revision. Manuscript II, it must be

pointed out, had first treated of this reproduction without regard to the circulation which is

instrumental  in  effecting  it,  and  then  taken  up  the  same  question  with  regard  to

circulation. It was the intention of Marx to eliminate this section and to reconstruct it in

such a  way that  it  would  conform to  his  wider  grasp  of  the  subject.  This  gave rise  to

Manuscript VIII, containing only 70 pages in quarto. A comparison with Section III, as

printed after deducting the paragraphs inserted out, of Manuscript II, shows the amount of

matter compressed by Marx into this space.

‘Manuscript VIII is likewise merely a preliminary presentation of the subject, and its

main  object  was  to  ascertain  and  develop  the  new  points  of  view  not  set  forth  in

Manuscript 2, while those points were ignored about which there was nothing new to say.

An essential part of Chapter 17, Section 2, which is more or less relevant to Section III, was

at  the  same time  drawn into  this  discussion  and  expanded.  The  logical  sequence  was
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frequently interrupted, the treatment of the subject was incomplete in various places, and

especially the conclusion was very fragmentary. But Marx expressed as nearly as possible

what he intended to say on the subject;

‘This is the material for Volume II, out of which I was supposed “to make something”, as

Marx said to his daughter Eleanor shortly before his death.’.(13)

We cannot but admire this ‘something’ which Engels managed to ‘make’ from material

of such a kind. As far as our present problem is concerned, however, this detailed report

makes it clear that no more than the first two of the three sections that make up volume

2 were anything like ready for print in the manuscripts Marx left: the section On the

Circulation of Money and Commodity Capital  and on The Causes of Circulation

and the Turnover of Capital. The third section which treats of the reproduction of

total capital is merely a collection of fragments which Marx himself considered to be

‘very much in need of revision’. Yet it is the last part of this section, i.e. chapter 21, On

Accumulation and Enlarged Reproduction,  which is  of  primary importance in  the

present context, and of the whole book this is the most incomplete. It comprises thirty

five pages of print in all and breaks off right in the middle of the analysis.

Besides  this  extraneous  circumstance,  we  would  suggest  another  point  of  great

influence. Marx’s investigation of the social reproductive process starts off, as we have

seen,  from the analysis  of  Adam Smith which came to  grief,  among other  reasons,

because of  the erroneous doctrine that  the  price of  all  commodities is  composed of

v + s. Polemics against this dogma dominated Marx’s entire analysis of the reproductive

process. He devoted all his attention to proving that the total capital of society must

serve, not only for consumption to the full amount of the various sources of revenue,

but also for renewal of the constant capital. And inasmuch as the purest theoretical

form for this line of reasoning is given, not by enlarged reproduction, but by simple

reproduction, Marx tends to consider reproduction mainly from a point of view that is

the very opposite of accumulation, from the assumption that the entire surplus value is

consumed by  the  capitalists.  How  greatly  these  polemics  influenced  his  analysis  is

proved by his returning time and again in the course of his work to the attack on Adam

Smith from the most various angles. So already in volume i, the following pages are

devoted to it:  vol.i,  sect.7, chap.24, (2), pp.588-602, and in vol. ii,  pp.417-56, p.473,

pp.504-8, and pp.554f.

Marx again takes up the question of total reproduction in volume 3 but from the start

becomes once more involved with the problem set by Smith to which he devotes the

whole of his 49th chapter and most of chapter 50 (pp. 968-92 and 9921022). Finally, in

Theorien über den Mehrwert,  we  again  find  detailed  polemics  against  Smith’s

dogma: pp.264-253 in vol.i, and pp.92, 95, 126, 233, and 262 in vol.ii,  part 2. Marx

repeatedly  stressed  and emphasised the  fact  that  he  considered  replacement  of  the
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constant capital  from the aggregate  social  product the most  difficult  and important

problem of reproduction.(14) The other problem, that of accumulation, i.e. realisation of

the  surplus  value  for  the  purpose  of  capitalisation,  was  thus  pushed  into  the

background, so that in the end Marx hardly touched upon it.

This problem being of such paramount importance for capitalist economy, it is not

surprising that bourgeois economists have dealt with it again and again. Attempts to

grapple  with  this  vital  question  for  capitalist  economy,  with  the  question  whether

capital accumulation is possible in practice, come up time and again in the history of

economic theory. To these historical attempts, before and after Marx, at solving this

problem we shall now turn.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

First Round

Sismondi-Malthus v. Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch

Chapter 10

THE  first  grave  doubts  as  to  the  divine  character  of  the  capitalist  order  came  to

bourgeois  economists  under  the  immediate  impact  of  the  first  crises  of  1815  and

1818-19 in England. Even then it had still been external circumstances which led up to

these crises, and they appeared to be ephemeral. Napoleon’s blockade of the Continent

which for a time had cut off England from her European markets and had favoured a

considerable development of home industries, in some of the continental countries, was

partly responsible; for the rest the material exhaustion of the Continent, owing to the

long period of war, made for a smaller demand for English products than had been

expected when the blockade was lifted. Still, these early crises were enough to reveal to

the contemporary world the sinister aspects of this best of all  social  orders.  Glutted

markets, shops filled with goods nobody could buy, frequent bankruptcies – and on the

other hand the glaring poverty of the toiling masses – for the first time all this starkly

met the eyes of theorists who had preached the gospel of the beautiful harmonies of

bourgeois laissez-faire  and had sung its  praises  in  all  keys.  All  contemporary  trade

reports,  periodicals  and  travellers’  notes  told  of  the  losses  sustained  by  English

merchants.  In  Italy,  Germany,  Russia,  and  Brazil,  the  English  disposed  of  their
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commodity stocks at a loss of anything between 25 per cent and 331/3 per cent. People

at the Cape of  Good Hope in 1818 complained that all  the shops were flooded with

European goods offered at lower prices than in Europe and still unmarketable. From

Calcutta there came similar complaints. From New Holland whole cargoes returned to

England. In the United States, a contemporary traveller reports, ‘there was no town nor

hamlet from one end to the other of this immense and prosperous continent where the

amount of commodities displayed for sale did not considerably exceed the means of the

purchasers, although the vendors tried to attract custom by long-term credits, all sorts

of facilities for payment, payment by installments and acceptance of payment in kind’.

At the same time,  England was hearing the desperate outcry of  her workers.  The

Edinburgh Review  of  1820(1)  quotes  an  address  by  the  Nottingham  frame-work

knitters which contained the following statements:

‘After working from 14 to 16 hours a day, we only earn from 4s. to 7s. a week, to maintain

our wives and families upon; and we farther state, that although we have substituted bread

and water, or potatoes and salt, for that more wholesome food an Englishman’s table used

to abound with,  we have repeatedly retired, after a heavy day’s  labour,  and have been

under the necessity of putting our children supperless to bed, to stifle the cries of hunger.

We can most solemnly declare, that for the last eighteen months we have scarcely known

what it was to be free from the pangs of hunger.’(2)

Then Owen in England, and Sismondi in France, almost simultaneously raised their

voices in a weighty indictment of capitalist society. Owen, as a hard-headed Englishman

and citizen of the leading industrial state, constituted himself spokesman for a generous

social  reform,  whereas  the  petty-bourgeois  Swiss  rather  lost  himself  in  sweeping

denunciations  of  the  imperfections  of  the  existing  social  order  and  of  classical

economics. And yet, by so doing, Sismondi gave bourgeois economics a much harder

nut to crack than Owen, whose fertile practical activities were directly applied to the

proletariat.

Sismondi explained in some detail that the impetus for his social criticism came from

England,  and  especially  her  first  crisis.  In  the  second  edition  of  his  Nouveaux

Principes d’Economie Politique Ou De La Richesse Dans Ses Rapports Avec

La Population,(3)  eight  years  after  the  publication of  the  first  edition in  1819,  he

writes as follows:

‘It was in England that I performed the task of preparing the new edition. England has

given birth to the most celebrated Political Economists: the science is cultivated even at

this time with increased ardour ... Universal competition or the effort always to produce

more and always cheaper, has long been the system in England, a system which I have

attacked as dangerous. This system has used production by manufacture to advance with

gigantic steps, but it has from time to time precipitated the manufacturers into frightful
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distress. It was in presence of these convulsions of wealth that I thought I ought to place

myself, to review my reasonings and compare them with facts. – The study of England has

confirmed me in my New Principles.  In this  astonishing country,  which seems to be

subject  to  a  great  experiment  for  the  instruction of  the  rest  of  the  world,  I  have seen

production increasing, whilst enjoyments were diminishing. The mass of the nation here,

no less than philosophers, seems to forget that the increase of wealth is not the end in

political economy, but its instrument in procuring the happiness of all. I sought for this

happiness in every class, and I could nowhere find it. The high English aristocracy has

indeed arrived to a degree of wealth and luxury which surpasses all that can be seen in

other nations; nevertheless it does not itself enjoy the opulence which it  seems to have

acquired at the expense of the other classes; security is wanting and in every family most of

the individuals experience privation rather than abundance ...  Below this titled and not

titled aristocracy, I see commerce occupy a distinguished rank; its enterprises embrace the

whole world, its agents brave the ices of the poles, and the heats of the equator, whilst

every one of its leading men, meeting on Exchange, can dispose of thousands. At the same

time, in the streets of London, and in those of the other great towns of England, the shops

display goods sufficient for the consumption of the world. – But have riches secured to the

English  merchant  the  kind  of  happiness  which  they  ought  to  secure  him?,  No:  in  no

country  are  failures  so  frequent,  nowhere  are  those  colossal  fortunes,  sufficient  in

themselves to supply a public loan to uphold an Empire, or a republic overthrown with as

much rapidity.  All  complain that  business  is  scarce,  difficult,  not  remunerative.  Twice,

within an interval of a few years, a terrible crisis has ruined part of the bankers, and spread

desolation  among  all  the  English  manufacturers.  At  the  same time  another  crisis  has

ruined the farmers,  and been felt  in  its  rebound by  retail  dealers.  On the other  hand,

commerce, in spite of its immense extent, has ceased to call for young men who have their

fortunes to make; every place is occupied, in the superior ranks of society no less than in

the inferior; the greater number offer their labour in vain, without, being able to obtain

remuneration. – Has, then, this national opulence, whose material progress strikes every

eye, nevertheless tended to the advantage of the poor? Not so. The people of England are

destitute of comfort now, and of security for the future. There are no longer yeomen, they

have been obliged to become day labourers. In the towns there are scarcely any longer

artisans, or independent heads of a small business, but only manufacturers. The operative,

to employ a word which the system has created, does not know what it is to have a station;

he only gains wages, and as these wages cannot suffice for all seasons, he is almost every

year reduced to ask alms from the poor-rates. – This opulent nation has found it more

economical to sell all the gold and silver which she possessed, to do without coin, and to

depend entirely on a paper circulation; she has thus voluntarily deprived herself of the

most valuable of all the advantages of coin stability of value. The holders of the notes of the

provincial  banks  run  the  risk  every  day  of  being  ruined  by  frequent  and,  as  it  were,

epidemic failures of the bankers; and the whole state is exposed to a convulsion in the

fortune of every individual, if an invasion or a revolution should shake the credit of the

national bank. The English nation has found it more economical to give up those nodes of

cultivation which require much hand-labour, and she has dismissed half the cultivators

who lived in the fields. She has found it more economical to supersede workmen by steam-

engines; she has dismissed ... the operatives in towns, and weavers giving place to power-

looms,  are now sinking under famine; she has found it  more economical  to reduce all

working people to the lowest possible wages on which they can subsist, and these working

people being no longer anything but a rabble, have not feared plunging into still deeper
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misery by the addition of an increasing family. She has found it more economical to feed

the Irish with potatoes, and clothe them in rags; and now every packet brings legions of

Irish, who, working for less than the English, drive them from every employment. What is

the fruit of this immense accumulation of wealth? Have they had any other effect than to

make every class  partake of  care,  privation and the danger of  complete  ruin? Has  not

England, by forgetting men for things, sacrificed the end to the means?’(4)

This mirror, held up to capitalist society almost a century before the time of writing, is

clear and comprehensive enough in all conscience. Sismondi put his finger on every one

of the sore spots of bourgeois economics: the ruin of small enterprise; the drift from the

country; the proletarisation of the middle classes; the impoverishment of the workers;

the displacement of  the worker by the machine;  unemployment;  the dangers of  the

credit system; social antagonisms; the insecurity of existence; crises and anarchy. His

harsh,  emphatic  scepticism  struck  a  specially  shrill  discord  with  the  complacent

optimism, the idle worship of harmony as preached by vulgar economics which, in the

person of MacCulloch in England and of Say in France, was becoming the fashion in

both countries. It is easy to imagine what a deep and painful impression remarks like

the following were bound to make:

‘There can only be luxury if it is bought with another’s labour; only those will work hard

and untiringly who have to do so in order to get not the frills but the very necessities of

life.’(5)

‘Although the invention of the machine which increases man’s capacity, is a blessing for

mankind, it is made into a scourge for the poor by the unjust distribution we make of its

benefits.’(6)

‘The gain of an employer of labour is sometimes nothing if not despoiling the worker he

employs; he does not benefit because his enterprise produces much more than it costs, but

because  he  does  not  pay  all  the  costs,  because  he  does  not  accord  the  labourer  a

remuneration equal to his work. Such an industry is a social evil, for it reduces those who

perform the work  to  utmost  poverty,  assuring  to  those who direct  it  but  the  ordinary

profits on capital.’(7)

‘Amongst those who share in the national income, one group acquires new rights each year

by  new  labours,  the  other  have  previously  acquired  permanent  rights  by  reason  of  a

primary effort which makes a year’s labour more advantageous.’(8)

‘Nothing can prevent that every new discovery in applied mechanics should diminish the

working population by  that  much.  To this  danger it  is  constantly exposed,  and society

provides no remedy for it.’(9)

‘A time will come, no doubt, when our descendants will condemn us as barbarians because

we have left the working classes without security, just as we already condemn, as they also

will, as barbarian the nations who reduced those same classes to slavery.’(10)

Sismondi’s criticism thus goes right to the root of the matter; for him there can be no
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compromise or evasion which might  try  to gloss over  the dark aspects  of  capitalist

enrichment he exposed, as merely temporary shortcomings of a transition period. He

concludes his investigation with the following rejoinder to Say:

‘For seven years I have indicated this malady of the social organism, and for seven years it

has continuously increased. I cannot regard such prolonged suffering as the mere frictions

which always accompany a change. Going back to the origin of income, I believe to have

shown the ills we experience to be the consequence of a flaw in our organisation, to have

shown that they are not likely to come to an end.’(11)

The  disproportion  between  capitalist  production  and  the  distribution  of  incomes

determined by the former appears to him the source of all evil. This is the point from

which he comes to the problem of accumulation with which we are now concerned.

The  main  thread  of  his  criticism  against  classical  economics  is  this:  capitalist

production is encouraged to expand indefinitely without any regard to consumption;

consumption, however, is determined by income.

‘All the modern economists, in fact, have allowed that the fortune of the public, being only

the aggregation of private fortunes, has its origin, is augmented, distributed and destroyed

by the same means as the fortune of each individual. They all know perfectly well, that in a

private fortune, the most important fact to consider is the income, and that by the income

must be regulated consumption or expenditure, or the capital will be destroyed. But as in

the fortune of the public, the capital of one becomes the income of another, they have been

perplexed to decide what was capital, and what income, and they have therefore found it

more simple to leave the latter entirely out of their calculations. By neglecting a quality so

essential  to  be  determined,  Say  and  Ricardo  have  arrived  at  the  conclusion,  that

consumption is an unlimited power, or at least having no limits but those of production,

whilst it is in fact limited by income ... They announced that whatever abundance might be

produced, it  would always find consumers,  and they have encouraged the producers to

cause that glut in the markets, which at this time occasions the distress of the civilised

world; whereas they should have forewarned the producers that they could only reckon on

those consumers who possessed income.’(12)

Sismondi thus grounds his views in a theory of income. What is income, and what is

capital?  He  pays  the  greatest  attention to  this  distinction  which  he  calls  ‘the  most

abstract and difficult question of political economics’. The fourth chapter of his second

book  is  devoted  to  this  problem.  As  usual,  Sismondi  starts  his  investigation  with

Robinson Crusoe. For such a one, the distinction between capital and income was still

‘confused’; it becomes ‘essential’ only in society. Yet in society, too, this distinction is

very difficult, largely on account of the already familiar myth of bourgeois economics,

according to which ‘the capital of one becomes the income of another’, and vice versa.

Adam Smith was responsible for this confusion which was then elevated to an atom by

Say  in  justification  of  mental  inertia  and  superficiality.  It  was  loyally  accepted  by
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Sismondi.

‘The nature of capital and of income are always confused by the mind; we see that what is

income for one becomes capital for another, and the same object, in passing from hand to

hand, successively acquires different denominations; the value which becomes detached

from an object that has been consumed, appears as a metaphysical quantity which one

expends and the other exchanges, which for one perishes together with the object itself and

which for the other renews itself and lasts for the time of circulation.’(13)

After this promising introduction, Sismondi dives right into the difficult problem and

declares all wealth is a product of labour; income is part of wealth, and must therefore

have the same origin. However, it is ‘customary’ to recognise three kinds of income,

called rent, profit and wage respectively, which spring from the three sources of ‘land,

accumulated capital and labour’. As to the first thesis, he is obviously on the wrong

tack. As the wealth of a society, i.e. as the aggregate of useful objects, of use-values,

wealth is  not merely a  product  of  labour but  also of  nature  who both supplies  raw

materials and provides the means to support human labour. Income, on the other hand,

is a concept of value. It indicates the amount to which an individual or individuals can

dispose over part of the wealth of society or of the aggregate social product. In view of

Sismondi’s insistence that social income is part of social wealth, we might assume him

to understand by social income the actual annual fund for consumption. The remaining

part of  wealth that has not been consumed, then,  is  the capital  of  society.  Thus we

obtain at least a vague outline of the required distinction between capital and income

on a social basis. At the very next moment, however, Sismondi accepts the ‘customary’

distinction between three kinds of income, only one of which derives exclusively from

‘accumulated capital’ while in the other two ‘land’ or ‘labour’ are conjoined with capital.

The concept  of  capital  thus  at  once becomes  hazy  again.  However,  let  us  see  what

Sismondi has to say about the origin of these three kinds of income which betray a rift

in  the  foundations  of  society.  He  is  right  to  take  a  certain  development  of  labour

productivity as his point of departure.

‘By reason of the advances both in industry and science, by which man has subjugated the

forces of  nature,  every worker can produce more, far more, in  a day than he needs to

consume.’(14)

Sismondi  thus  rightly  stresses  the  fact  that  the  productivity  of  labour  is  an

indispensable condition for the historical foundation of exploitation. Yet he goes on to

explain the actual origin of exploitation in a way typical of bourgeois economics: ‘But

even though his labour produces wealth, this wealth, if he is called upon to enjoy it, will

make  him  less  and  less  fit  for  work.  Besides,  wealth  hardly  ever  remains  in  the

possession of the man who must live by the work of his hands.’(15)
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Thus he makes exploitation and class antagonism the necessary spur to production,

quite in accord with the followers of Ricardo and Malthus. But now he comes to the real

cause of exploitation, the divorce of labour power from the means of production.

‘The worker cannot, as a rule, keep the land as his own; land, however, has a productive

capacity which human labour but directs to the uses of man. The master of the land on

which labour is performed, reserves a share in the fruits of labour to which his land has

contributed, as his remuneration for the benefits afforded by this productive capacity.’(16)

This is called rent. And further:

‘In our state of civilisation, the worker can no longer call  his own an adequate fund of

objects  for  his  consumption,  enough  to  live  while  he  performs  the  labours  he  has

undertaken – until  he  has found a buyer.  He no longer owns the raw materials,  often

coming from far away, on which he must exercise his industry. Even less does he possess

that complicated and costly machinery which facilitates his work and makes it infinitely

more productive. The rich man who possesses his consumption goods, his raw materials

and his machines, need not work himself, for by supplying the worker with all these, he

becomes in a sense the master of his work. As reward for the advantages he has put at the

worker’s disposal, he takes outright the greater part of the fruits of his labour.’(17)

This is called capital profits. What remains of wealth, after the cream has been taken off

twice, by landlord and capitalist; is the wage of labour, the income of the worker. And

Sismondi adds: ‘He can consume it without reproduction.’(18)

Thus,  Sismondi  makes  the  fact  of  non-reproduction  the  criterion  of  income  as

distinct from capital for wages as well as for rent. In this, however, he is only right with

regard to rent and the consumed part of capital profits; as for the part of the social

product  which  is  consumed  inform  of  wages,  it  certainly  does  reproduce  itself;  it

becomes the labour power of the wage labourer for him a commodity by whose sale he

lives, which he can bring to market again and again; for society it becomes the material

form  of  variable  capital  which  must  reappear  time  and  again  in  the  aggregate

reproduction of a year, if there is to be no loss.

So far so good. Hitherto we have only learned two facts: the productivity of labour

permits of the exploitation of the workers by those who do not work themselves, and

exploitation becomes the actual foundation of the distribution of income owing to the

divorce of the worker from his means of production. But we still do not know what is

capital and what income, and Sismondi proceeds to clarify this point, starting as usual

with Robinson Crusoe:

‘In the eyes of the individual all wealth was nothing but a provision prepared beforehand

for the time of need. Even so, he already distinguished two elements in this provision ...

one part which he budgets to have at hand for immediate or almost immediate use, and the
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other which he will not need until it is to afford him new production. Thus one, part of his

corn must feed him until the next harvest, another part, reserved for sowing, is to bear

fruit the following year. The formation of society and the introduction of exchange, permit

to increase this seed, this fertile part of accumulated wealth, almost indefinitely, and this is

what is called capital.’(19)

Balderdash would be a better name for all this. In using the analogy of seed, Sismondi

here  identifies means of  production and capital,  and this  is  wrong for two reasons.

First, means of production are capital not intrinsically, but only under quite definite

historical conditions; secondly, the concept of capital covers more than just the means

of production. In capitalist society – with all the conditions Sismondi ignores – the

means of production are only a part of capital, i.e. they are constant capital.

Sismondi  here  lost  his  thread  plainly  because  he  tried  to  establish  a  connection

between the capital concept and the material aspects of social reproduction. Earlier, so

long as he was concerned with the individual capitalist, he listed means of subsistence

for the workers together with means of  production as component parts of  capital –

again  a  mistake,  in  view  of  the  material  aspects  of  the  reproduction  of  individual

capitals. Yet as soon as he tries to focus the material foundations of social reproduction

and sets out to make the correct distinction between consumer goods and means of

production, the concept of capital dissolves in his lands.

However,  Sismondi  well  knows  that  the  means  of  production  are  not  the  sole

requisites for production and exploitation; indeed, he has the proper instinct that the

core  of  the  relation  of  exploitation  is  the  very  fact  of  exchange  with  living  labour.

Having  just  reduced  capital  to  constant  capital,  he  now  immediately  reduces  it

exclusively to variable capital:

‘When the farmer has put in reserve all the corn he expects to need till the next harvest, he

will find a good use for the surplus corn: he will feed what he has left over to other people

who are going to work for him, till his land, spin and weave his hemp and wool, etc. ... By

this procedure, the farmer converts a part of his income into capital, and in fact, this is the

way in which new capital is always formed ... The corn he has reaped over and above what

he must eat while he is working, and over and above what he will have to sow in order to

maintain the same level of exploitation, is wealth which he can give away, squander and

consume in idleness without becoming any poorer; it was income, but as soon as he uses it

to feed producers, as soon as he exchanges it for labour, or for the fruits to come from the

work of his labourers, his weavers, his miners, it is a permanent value that multiplies and

will no longer perish; it is capital.’(20)

Here there is some grain mixed up with quite a lot of chaff. Constant capital seems still

required to maintain production on the old scale, although it is strangely reduced to

circulating capital, and although the reproduction of fixed capital is completely ignored.

Circulating capital apparently is also superfluous for the expansion of reproduction, for
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accumulation: the whole capitalised part of the surplus value is converted into wages

for  new  workers  who  evidently  labour  in  mid-air,  without  material  means  of

production. The same view is expressed even more clearly elsewhere:

‘When  the  rich  man  cuts  down  his  income  in  order  to  add  to  his  capital,  he  is  thus

conferring a benefit on the poor, because he himself shares out the annual product; and

whatever he calls income, he will keep for his own consumption; whatever he calls capital,

he gives to the poor man to constitute an income for him.’(21)

Yet at the same time Sismondi gives due weight to the secret of profit-making and the

origin of  capital.  Surplus value arises from the exchange of  capital  for labour,  from

variable capital, and capital arises from the accumulation of surplus value.

With  all  this,  however,  we  have  not  made  much  progress  towards  a  distinction

between capital and income. Sismondi now attempts to represent the various elements

of  production and income in  terms of the appropriate parts of  the  aggregate  social

product.

‘The employer of labour, as also the labourer, does not use all his productive wealth for the

sowing; he devotes part of it to buildings, mills and tools which render the work easier and

more productive, just a share of the labourer’s wealth had been devoted to the permanent

work  of  making  the  soil  more  fertile.  Thus  we  see  how  the  different  kinds  of  wealth

successively come into being and become distinct. One part of the wealth accumulated by

society is devoted by every one who possesses it to render labour more profitable by slow

consumption, and make the blind forces of nature execute the work of man; this part is

called fixed capital and comprises reclaiming, irrigation, factories, the tools of trade, and

mechanical  contrivances  of  every  description.  A  second  part  of  wealth  is  destined  for

immediate consumption, to reproduce itself in the work it gets done, to change its form,

though not its value, without cease. This part is called circulating capital and it comprises

seed,  raw  materials  for  manufacture,  and  wages.  Finally,  a  third  of  wealth  becomes

distinguishable  from the second:  it  is  the  value by  which  the  finished job exceeds  the

advances which had to be made: this part is called income on capitals and is destined to be

consumed without reproduction.’(22)

After this laborious attempt to achieve a division of  the aggregate social  production

according to incommensurable categories, fixed capital, circulating capital, and surplus

value, Sismondi soon shows unmistakable signs that he means constant capital when he

speaks of fixed capital, and variable capital when he speaks of circulating capital. For

‘all  that  is  created’,  is  destined  for  human  consumption,  though  fixed  capital  is

consumed ‘mediately’ while the circulating capital ‘passes into the consumption fund of

the worker whose wage it forms’. Thus we are a little nearer to the division of the social

product into constant capital (means of production), variable capital (provisions for the

workers)  and  surplus  value  (provisions  for  the  capitalists).  But  so  far  Sismondi’s

explanations are not particularly illuminating on the subject which he himself describes
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as ‘fundamental’. In this welter of confusion, at any rate, we cannot see any progress

beyond Adam Smith’s ‘massive thought’.

Sismondi  feels  this  himself  and would clarify  the  problem ‘by  the  simplest  of  all

methods’, sighing that ‘this movement of wealth is so abstract and requires such great

power of concentration to grasp it properly’. Thus again we put on blinkers with a focus

on Robinson [Crusoe],  who in the meantime has changed to the extent that he has

produced a family and is now a pioneer of colonial policy:

‘A solitary farmer in a distant colony on the border of the desert has reaped 100 sacks of

corn this year; there is no market where to bring them; this corn, in any case, must be

consumed within the year, else it will be of no value to the farmer; yet the farmer and his

family eat only 30 sacks of it; this will be his expenditure, constituting the exchange of his

income; it is not reproduced for anybody whatever. Then he will call for workers, he will

make them clear woods, and drain swamps in his neighbourhood and put part of the desert

under  the  plough.  These  workers  will  eat  another  30  sacks  of  corn:  this  will  be  their

expenditure;  they  will  be  in  a  position  to  afford  this  expenditure  at  the  price  of  their

revenue, that is to say their  labour; for the farmer it will  be an exchange: he will  have

converted his 30 sacks into fixed capital. In the end, he is left with 40 sacks. He will sow

them that  year,  instead of  the  20 he  had sown the previous  year;  this  constitutes  his

circulating  capital  which  he  will  have  doubled.  Thus  the  100  sacks  will  have  been

consumed, but, of these 100 sacks 70 are a real investment for him, which will reappear

with great increase, some of them at the very next harvest, and the others in all subsequent

harvests. – The very isolation of the farmer we have just assumed gives us a better feeling

for the limitations of such an operation. If he has only found consumers for 60 of the 100

sacks harvested in that year, who is going to eat the 200 sacks produced the following year

by the increase in his sowing? His family, you might say, which will increase. No doubt; but

human generations do not multiply as quickly as subsistence. If  our farmer had hands

available to repeat this assumed process each year, his corn harvest will be doubled every

year, and his family could at the most be doubled once in 25 years.’(23)

Though the example is naïve, the vital question stands out clearly in the end: where are

the buyers for the surplus value that has been capitalised? The accumulation of capital

can indefinitely increase the production of the society. But what about the consumption

of society? This is determined by the various kinds of income. Sismondi explains this

important subject in chapter v of book ii, The Distribution of the National Income

Among  the  Various  Classes  of  Citizens,  in  a  resumed  effort  to  describe  the

components of the social product.

‘Under this aspect, the national income is composed of two parts and no more; the one

consists in annual production ... the profit arising from wealth. The second is the capacity

for  work  which  springs  from  life.  This  time  we  understand  by  wealth  both  territorial

possessions and capital, and by profit the net income accruing to the owners as well as the

profit of the capitalist.’(24)
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Thus all the means of production are separated from the national income as ‘wealth’,

and this income is divided into surplus value and labour power, or better, its equivalent,

the variable capital. This, then, though still far too vague, is our division into constant

capital,  variable capital  and surplus value.  But ‘national  income’,  it  soon transpires,

means for Sismondi the annual aggregate product of society:

‘Similarly, annual production, or the result of all the nation’s work in the course of a year,

is composed of two parts: one we have just discussed – the profit resulting from wealth;

the other is the capacity for work, which is assumed to equal the part of wealth for which it

is exchanged, or the subsistence of the workers.’(25)

The aggregate social product is thus resolved, in terms of value, into two parts: variable

capital  and  surplus  value  –  constant  capital  has  disappeared.  We  have  arrived  at

Smith’s dogma that the commodity price is resolved into v + s (or is composed of v + s)

– in other words, the aggregate product consists solely of consumer goods for workers

and capitalists.

Sismondi then goes on to the problem of realizing the aggregate product. On the one

hand, the sum total of incomes in a society consists of wages, capital profits and rents,

and is thus represented by v + s; on the other hand, the aggregate social product, in

terms of  value,  is  equally  resolved  into  v  +  s  ‘so  that  national  income and  annual

production balance each other (and appear as equal quantities)’, i.e. so that they must

be equal in value.

‘Annual production is consumed altogether during the year,  but in part by the workers

who, by exchanging their labour for it, convert it into capital and reproduce it; in part by

the capitalists who, exchanging their income for it, annihilate it. The whole of the annual

income is destined to be exchanged for the whole of annual production.’(26)

This  is  the  basis  on  which,  in  the  sixth  chapter  of  book  ii,  On  Reciprocal

Determination  of  Production  and  Consumption,  Sismondi  finally  sets  up  the

following precise law of reproduction: ‘It is the income of the past year which must pay

for the production of the present year.’(27)

If this is true, how can there be any accumulation of capital? If the aggregate product

must  be  completely  consumed by the workers  and capitalists,  we  obviously  remain

within the bounds of simple reproduction, and there can be no solution to the problem

of accumulation.  Sismondi’s  theory in fact  amounts  to a  denial  of  the  possibility  of

accumulation. The aggregate so social  demand being the bulk of  wages given to the

workers and the previous consumption of the capitalists, who will be left to buy the

surplus  product  if  reproduction  expands?  On  this  count,  Sismondi  argues  that

accumulation is objectively impossible, as follows:
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‘What happens after all is always that we exchange the whole of production for the whole

production of the previous year. Besides, if production gradually increases, the exchange,

at the same time as it improves, future conditions must entail a small loss every year.’(28)

In other words, when the aggregate product is realised, accumulation is bound each

year to create a surplus, that cannot be sold. Sismondi, however, is afraid of drawing

this final conclusion, and prefers a ‘middle’, course necessitating a somewhat obscure

subterfuge: ‘If this loss is not heavy, and evenly distributed, everyone will bear with it

without complaining about his income. This is what constitutes the national economy,

and the series of such small sacrifices increases capital and common wealth.’(28)

If, on the other, hand, there is ruthless accumulation, this surplus residue becomes a

public calamity, and the result is crisis. Thus a petty-bourgeois subterfuge becomes the

solution of Sismondi: putting the dampers on accumulation. He constantly polemises

against the classical school which advocates unrestricted development of the productive

forces and expansion of production; and his whole work is a warning against the fatal

consequences of giving full rein to the desire to accumulate.

Sismondi’s exposition proves that he was unable to grasp the reproductive process as

a  whole.  Quite  apart  from  his  unsuccessful  attempt  to  distinguish  between  the

categories  of  capital  and  income  from  the  point  of  view  of  society  his  theory  of

reproduction suffers from the fundamental error he took over from Adam Smith: the

idea that personal consumption absorbs the entire annual products without leaving any

part of the value for the renewal of society constant capitals and also, that accumulation

consists merely of the transformation of capitalised surplus value into variable capital.

Yet, if later critics of Sismondi e.g., the Russian Marxist Ilyin,(29) think that pointing

out this fundamental error in the analysis of the aggregate product can justify a cavalier

dismissal of Sismondi’s entire theory of accumulation as inadequate, as ‘nonsense’, they

merely demonstrate their own obtuseness in respect of Sismondi’s  real  concern,  his

ultimate problem. The analysis of Marx at a later date, showing up the crude mistakes

of Adam Smith for the first time, is the best proof that the problem of accumulation is

far  from  solved  just  by  attending  to  the  equivalent  of  the  constant  capital  in  the

aggregate product. This is proved even more strikingly in the actual development of

Sismondi’s theory: his views involved him in bitter controversy with the exponents and

popularisers of the classical school, with Ricardo, Say and MacCulloch. The two parties

to the conflict represent diametrically opposed points of view: Sismondi stands for the

sheer  impossibility,  the  others  for  the  unrestricted  possibility,  of  accumulation.

Sismondi  and  his  opponents  alike  disregard  constant  capital  in  their  exposition  of

reproduction, and it was Say in particular who presumed to perpetuate Adam Smith’s

confused concept of the aggregate product as v + s as an unassailable dogma.
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The  knowledge  we  owe  to  Marx  that  the  aggregate  product  must,  apart  from

consumer  goods  for  the  workers  and  capitalists  (v  +  s),  also  contain  means  of

production to renew what has been used, that accumulation accordingly consists not

merely in the enlargement of variable but also of constant capital, is not enough, as

amply  demonstrated  by  this  entertaining  turn  of  events,  to  solve  the  problem  of

accumulation. Later we shall see how this stress on the share of constant capital in the

reproductive process gave rise to new fallacies in the theory of accumulation. At present

it  will  suffice  to  put  on  record  that  the  deference  to  Smith’s  error  about  the

reproduction of aggregate capital is not a weakness unique to Sismondi’s position but is

rather  the  common  ground  on  which  the  first  controversy  about  the  problem  of

accumulation was fought out. Scientific research, not only in this sphere, proceeds in

devious  ways;  it  often  tackles  the  upper  storeys  of  the  edifice,  as  it  were,  without

making sure of  the foundations; and so this conflict only resulted in that bourgeois

economics  took  on  the  further  complicated  problem  of  accumulation  without  even

having  assimilated  the  elementary  problem  of  simple  reproduction.  At  all  events,

Sismondi, in his critique of accumulation, had indubitably given bourgeois economics a

hard  nut  to  crack  –  seeing  that  in  spite  of  his  transparently  feeble  and  awkward

deductions, Sismondi’s opponents were still unable to get the better of him.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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(Edinburgh Review, vol.lxvi, pp.331ff.). This interesting document, from which the following
extracts are taken, an essay with a Free Trade bias, paints the general position of the workers in
England in the most dismal colours. It gives the facts as follows:

‘The manufacturing classes in Great Britain ... have been suddenly reduced from affluence

and prosperity to the extreme of poverty and misery.  In one of  the debates in the late

Session of Parliament, it was stated that the wages of weavers of Glasgow and its vicinity

which, when highest, had averaged about 25s. or 27s. a week, had been reduced in 1816 to

10s.;  had  in  1819  to  the  wretched  pittance  of  5–6s.  or  6s.  They  have  not  since  been

materially augmented.’

In Lancashire, according to the same evidence, the direct weekly wage of the weavers was from
6s. to 12s. a week for 55 hours’ labour a day, whilst half-starved children worked 12 to 16 hours
a day for 2s. or 3s. a week. Distress in Yorkshire was, if possible, even greater. As to the address
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

First Round

Sismondi-Malthus v. Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch

Chapter 11

SISMONDI’S emphatic warnings against the ruthless ascendancy of capital in Europe

called  forth  severe  opposition on three  sides:  in  England the  school  of  Ricardo,  in

France J.B. Say, the commonplace vulgariser of Adam Smith, and the St. Simonians.

While Owen in England, profoundly aware of the dark aspects of the industrial system

and of the crises in particular,  saw eye to eye with Sismondi in many respects,  the

school of that other great European, St. Simon, who had stressed the world-embracing

conception of  large  industrial  expansion,  the  unlimited  unfolding  of  the  productive

forces of human labour, felt perturbed by Sismondi’s alarms. Here, however, we are

interested in the controversy between Sismondi and the Ricardians which proved the

most fruitful from the theoretical point of view. In the name of Ricardo, and, it seemed,

with  Ricardo’s  personal  approval,  MacCulloch  anonymously  published  a  polemical

article(1)  against  Sismondi  in  the  Edinburgh  Review  in  October  1819,  i.e.

immediately after the publication of the Nouveaux Princip es.

In 1820, Sismondi replied in Rossi’s Annales de Jurisprudence  with an essay

entitled: Does the Power of Consuming Necessarily Increase with the Power to

Produce? An Enquiry.(2)

In his reply Sismondi(3)  himself states that his polemics were conceived under the
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impact of the commercial crisis:

‘This truth we are both looking for, is of utmost importance under present conditions. It

may be considered as fundamental for economics Universal distress is in evidence in the

trade, in industry and, in many countries certainly, even in agriculture. Such prolonged

and extraordinary suffering has brought misfortune to countless families and insecurity

and  despondency  to  all,  until  it  threatens  the  very  bases  of  the  social  order.  Two

contrasting explanations have been advanced for the distress that has caused such a stir.

Some say: we have produced too much, and others: we have not produced enough. “There

will be no equilibrium,” say the former, “no peace and no prosperity until we consume the

entire  commodity  surplus  which  remains  unsold  on  the  market,  until  we  organise

production for the future in accordance with the buyers’ demand.” – “There will be a new

equilibrium,”  say the  latter,  “if  only  we double  our  efforts  to accumulate as  well  as  to

produce Ins a mistake to believe that there is a glut on the market; no more than half our

warehouses are full; let us fill the other half, too, and the mutual exchange of these new

riches will revive our trade.”’(4)

In this  supremely  lucid way,  Sismondi  sets  out  and underlines  the real  crux of  the

dispute. MacCulloch’s whole position in truth stands or falls with the statement that

exchange  is  actually  an  interchange  of  commodities;  every  commodity  accordingly

represents not only supply but demand. The dialogue then continues as follows:

‘Demand and supply are truly correlative and convertible terms. The supply of one set of

commodities constitutes  the demand for another.  Thus,  there  is  a  demand for  a  given

quantity  of  agricultural  produce,  when  a  quantity  of  wrought  goods  equal  thereto  in

productive cost is offered in exchange for it; and conversely, there is an effectual demand

for  this  quantity  of  wrought  goods,  when  the  supply  of  agricultural  produce  which  it

required the same expense to raise, is presented as its equivalent.’(5)

The Ricardian’s dodge is obvious: he has chosen to ignore the circulation of money

and to pretend that commodities are immediately bought and paid for by commodities.

From the conditions of highly developed capitalist production, we are thus suddenly

taken to a stage of primitive barter such as we might find still flourishing at present in

Central Africa. There is a distant element of truth in this trick since money, in a simple

circulation of commodities, plays merely the part of an agent. But of course, it is just the

intervention of an agent which separates the two transactions of circulation, sale and

purchase, and makes them independent of  one another in respect of both time and

place. That is why a further purchase need not follow hard upon a sale for one thing;

and secondly, sale and purchase are by no means bound up with the same people: in

fact,  they  will  involve  the  same  performers  only  in  rare  and  exceptional  cases.

MacCulloch,  however,  makes just this  baseless assumption by confronting, as buyer

and seller, industry on the one hand and agriculture on the other. The universality of

these categories, qua  total categories of exchange, obscures the actual splitting up of
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this  social  division  of  labour  which  results  in  innumerable  private  exchange

transactions where the sale and purchase of two commodities rarely come to the same

thing.  MacCulloch’s  simplified conception of  commodity  exchange  in  general  which

immediately  turns  the  commodity,  into money and pretends that  it  can be directly

exchanged, makes it impossible to understand the economic significance of money, its

historical appearance.

Sismondi’s answer to this is regrettably clumsy. In order to show that MacCulloch’s

explanation of  commodity  exchange has no application for capitalist  production,  he

takes recourse to the Leipsic Book Fair.(6)

‘At the Book Fair of Leipsic, booksellers from all over Germany arrive, each with four or

five publications of his own in some 40 or 50 dozen copies; these are exchanged for others

and every seller takes home 200 dozen books, just as he has brought 200 dozen, with the

sole  difference,  that  he  brought  four  different  works  and takes  home 200.  This  is  the

demand and the production which, according to M. Ricardo’s disciple, are correlative and

convertible; one buys the other, one pays for the other, one is the consequence of the other.

But as far as we are concerned, for the bookseller and for the general public, demand and

consumption have not even begun. For all that it has changed hands at Leipsic, a bad book

will still be just as unsold (a bad mistake of Sismondi’s, this!), it will still clutter up the

merchants’ shops, either because nobody wants it, or because everyone has a copy already.

The books exchanged at Leipsic will only sell if the booksellers can find individuals who

not only want them but are also prepared to make sacrifices in order to withdraw them

from circulation. They alone constitute an effective demand.’(7)

Although this  example is  rather crude, it  shows clearly that Sismondi was not side-

tracked by his opponent’s trick, that he knows after all what he is talking about.

MacCulloch  then  attempts  to  turn  the  examination  from  abstract  commodity

exchange to concrete social conditions:

‘Supposing, for the sake of illustration, that a cultivator advanced food and clothing for 100

labourers, who raised for him food  for 200; while a master-manufacturer also advanced

food and clothing for  100,  who fabricated for  him clothing  for  200.  Then  the  farmer,

besides replacing the food of his own labourers, would have food for 100 to dispose of,

while  the  manufacturer,  after  replacing  the  clothing  of  his  own labourers,  would  have

clothing for  100 to bring to market.  In this  case,  the  two articles would be exchanged

against each other, the supply of food constituting the demand for the clothing, and that of

the clothing the demand for the food.’(8)

What  are  we  to  admire  more in  this  hypothesis:  the  absurdity  of  the  set-up which

reverses all actual relations, or the effrontery which simply takes for granted in the

premises all that is later claimed proven? In order to prove that it is always possible to

create an unlimited demand for all kinds of goods, MacCulloch chooses for his example

two  commodities  which  pertain  to  the  most  urgent  and elementary  wants  of  every
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human being: food and clothing. In order to prove that commodities may be exchanged

at any time, and without regard to the needs of society, he chooses for his example two

products in quantities which are right from the start in strict conformity with these

needs, and which therefore contain no surplus as far as society is concerned. And yet he

calls this quantity needed by society a surplus – viz. as measured against the producer’s

personal requirements for his own product, and is consequently able to demonstrate

brilliantly  that  any  amount  of  commodity  ‘surplus’  can  be  exchanged  for  a

corresponding ‘surplus’ of other commodities. Finally, in order to prove that different

privately  produced  commodities  can  yet  be  exchanged,  although  their  quantity,

production costs and social importance must of course be different, he chooses for his

example commodities whose quantity, production cost and general social necessity are

precisely the same right from the start. In short, MacCulloch posits a planned, strictly

regulated production without any overproduction in order to prove that  no crisis  is

possible in an unplanned private economy.

The principal  joke of  canny Mac,  however, lies  elsewhere.  What is  at  issue is  the

problem  of  accumulation.  Sismondi  was  worried  by,  and  worried  Ricardo  and  his

followers with, the following question: if  part of the surplus value is capitalised, i.e.

used  to  expand production over  and above  the  income of  society,  instead  of  being

privately consumed by the capitalists, where are we to find buyers for the commodity

surplus?  What  will  become  of  the  capitalised  surplus  value?  Who  will  buy  the

commodities in which it is hidden? Thus Sismondi and the flower of Ricardo’s school,

its official representative on the Chair of London University, the authority for the then

English  Ministers  of  the  Liberal  Party  and  for  the  City  of  London,  the  great  Mr.

MacCulloch replies – by constructing an example in which no surplus value whatever is

produced. His ‘capitalists’ slave away in agriculture and industry in the name of charity,

and all the time the entire social product, including the ‘surplus’ is only enough for the

needs  of  the  workers,  for  the  wages,  while  the  ‘farmer’  and  ‘manufacture’  see  to

production and exchange without food and clothing.

Sismondi, justly impatient, now exclaims: ‘The moment we want to find out what is

to constitute the surplus of production over consumption of the workers, it will not do

to abstract from that surplus which forms the due profit of labour and the due share of

the master.’(9)

MacCulloch’s only reaction is to multiply his silly argument by a thousand. He asks

the reader to assume ‘1,000 farmers’, and ‘also 1,000 master-manufacturers’ all acting

as ingenuously as the individuals. The exchange, then, proceeds as smoothly as can be

desired. Finally, he exactly doubles labour productivity ‘in consequence of more skilful

application of labour and of the introduction of machinery – thus that every one of the
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1,000 farmers,  by  advancing  food and clothing for  100 labourers,  obtains  a  return

consisting of ordinary food for 200 together with sugar, grapes and tobacco equal in

production  cost  to  that  food’,  while  every  manufacturer  obtains,  by  an  analogous

procedure, in addition to the previous quantity of clothing for all workers, ‘ribbands,

cambrics and lace, equal in productive cost, and therefore in exchangeable value, to that

clothing’.(10) After such complete reversal of the chronological order, the assumption,

that is, of first the existence of private property with wage labour, and then, at a later

stage, such level of labour productivity as makes exploitation possible at all, he now

assumes labour productivity to progress with equal speed in all spheres, the surplus

product to contain precisely the same amount of value in all branches of industry, and

to be divided among precisely the same number of people. When these various surplus

products are then exchanged against one another, is it any wonder that the exchange

proceeds smoothly and completely to everybody’s satisfaction? It is only another of his

many absurdities that MacCulloch makes the capitalists who had hitherto lived on air

and exercised their profession in their birthday suits,  now live exclusively on sugar,

tobacco and wine, and array themselves only in ribbons, cambrics and lace.

The most ridiculous performance, however, is the volte-face by which he evades the

real  problem.  The  question  had  been  what  happens  to  the  capitalist  surplus,  that

surplus which is used not for the capitalist’s own consumption but for the expansion of

production. MacCulloch solves it on the one hand by ignoring the production of surplus

value altogether, and on the other, by using all surplus value in the production of luxury

goods.  What  buyers,  then,  does  he  advance  for  this  new  luxury  production?  The

capitalists, evidently; the farmers and manufacturers, since, apart from these, there are

only workers in MacCulloch’s model. Thus the entire surplus value is consumed for the

personal satisfaction of the capitalists, that is to say, simple reproduction takes place.

The  answer  to  the  problem  of  the  capitalisation  of  surplus  value  is,  according  to

MacCulloch,  either  to  ignore  surplus  value  altogether,  or  to  assume  simple

reproduction instead of accumulation as soon as surplus value comes into being. He

still  pretends  to  speak  of  expanding  reproduction,  but  again,  as  before  when  he

pretended to deal with the ‘surplus’, he uses a trick, viz. first setting out an impossible

species of  capitalist  production without  any surplus value,  and then persuading the

reader  that  the  subsequent  début  of  the  surplus  value  constitutes  an  expansion  of

production.

Sismondi is not quite up to these Scottish acrobatics. He had up to now succeeded in

pinning  his  Mac  down,  proving  him  to  be  ‘obviously  absurd’.  But  now  he  himself

becomes confused with regard to the crucial point at issue. On the above rantings of his

opponent, he should have declared coldly: Sir, with all respect for the flexibility of your

mind, you are dodging the issue. I keep on asking, who will buy the surplus product, if
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the capitalists use it for the purpose of accumulation, i.e. to expand production, instead

of squandering it altogether? And you reply: Oh well, they will expand their production

of luxury goods, which they will, of course, eat up themselves. But this is a conjuring

trick, seeing that the capitalists consume the surplus value in so far as they spend it on

their luxuries – they do not accumulate at all. My question is about the possibility of

accumulation, not whether the personal luxuries of the capitalists are possible. Answer

this clearly, if you can, or else go play with your wine and tobacco, or go to blazes for all

I care.

But Sismondi,  instead of putting the screws on the vulgariser,  suddenly begins to

moralise  with  pathos  and  social  conscience.  He  exclaims:  ‘Whose  demand?  Whose

satisfaction? The masters or the workers in town or country? On this new conception

[of Mac’s] there is a surplus of products, an advantage from labour – to whom will it

accrue?’(11) and gives his own answer in the following impassioned words:

‘But  we  know  full  well,  and  the  history  of  the  commercial  world  teaches  us  all  too

thoroughly, that it is not the worker who profits from the increase in products and labour;

his pay is not in the least swelled by it. M. Ricardo himself said formerly that it ought not

to be, unless you want the social wealth to stop growing. On the contrary, sorry experience

teaches us that wages nearly always contract by very reason of this increase. Where, then,

does the accumulation of wealth make itself felt as a public benefit? Our author assumes

1,000 farmers who profit, while 100,000 workers toil; 1,000 entrepreneurs who wax rich,

while 100,000 artisans are kept under their others. Whatever good may result from the

accumulation of  the frivolous enjoyment of  luxuries is  only felt  by a 100th part  of  the

nation. And will this 100th part, called upon to consume the entire surplus product of the

whole working class, be adequate to a production that may grow without let or hindrance,

owing to progress of machinery and capitals? In the assumption made by the author, every

time the national product is doubled, the master of the farm or of the factory must increase

his consumption a hundredfold; if the national wealth to-day, thanks to the invention of so

many  machines,  is  a  hundred  times  what  it  was  when  it  only  covered  the  cost  of

production, every employer would to-day have to consume enough products to support

10,000 workers.’(12)

At this point Sismondi again believes himself to have a firm grasp on how crises begin

to arise:

‘We might imagine, if put to it, that a rich man can consume the goods manufactured by

10,000 workers,  this being the fate of the ribbons, lace and cambrics whose origin the

author has shown us. But a single individual would not know how to consume agricultural

products to the same tune, the wines, sugar and spices which M. Ricardo [whom Sismondi

evidently suspected of having written the article since he only got to know ‘Anonymous’ of

the Edinburgh Review at a later date] conjures up in exchange, are too much for the

table of one man. They will not sell, or else the strict proportion between agricultural and

industrial products, apparently the basis of his whole system, cannot be maintained.’(13)
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Sismondi, we see, has thus fallen into MacCulloch’s trap. Instead of waiving an answer

to the problem of accumulation which refers to the production of luxuries, he pursues

his opponent into this field without noticing that the ground under his feet has shifted.

Here he finds  two causes  for  complaint.  For  one thing,  he  has  moral  objections  to

MacCulloch’s allowing the capitalists instead of the workers to benefit by the surplus

value, and is side-tracked into polemising against distribution under capitalism. From

this  digression,  he  unexpectedly  reverts  to  the  original  problem  which  he  now

formulates  as  follows:  the  capitalists,  then,  consume  the  entire  surplus  value  in

luxuries.  Let  it  be  so.  But  could  anyone  increase  his  consumption  as  rapidly  and

indefinitely as the progress of labour productivity makes the surplus value increase?

And in this second instance, Sismondi himself abandons his own problem. Instead of

perceiving that it is  the lack of  consumers other than workers and capitalists which

accounts  for  the  difficulty  in  capitalist  accumulation,  he  discovers  a  snag in  simple

reproduction because the capitalists’ capacity to consume has physical limits. Since the

absorptive  capacity  of  the  capitalists  for  luxuries  cannot  keep  up  with  labour

productivity, that is to say with the increase in surplus value, there must be crises and

over-production.  We  have  encountered  this  line  of  thought  once  before  in  the

Nouveaux Principes – so Sismondi himself was manifestly not quite clear about the

problem at all times. And that is hardly surprising, since one can really come to grips

with the whole problem of accumulation only when one has fully grasped the problem

of simple  reproduction,  and we have seen how much Sismondi  was at  fault  in this

respect.

Yet in spite of all this, the first time that Sismondi crossed swords with the heirs of

the classical school, he proved himself by no means the weaker party. On the contrary,

in the end he routed his opponent. If Sismondi misunderstood the most elementary

principles of social reproduction and ignored constant capital,  quite in keeping with

Adam Smith’s dogma, he was in this respect no worse at any rate than his opponent.

Constant capital does not exist for MacCulloch either, his farmers and manufacturers

‘advance’  merely food and clothing to their workers,  and food and clothing between

them make up the aggregate product of  society.  If  there is,  then, nothing to choose

between the two as far as this elementary blunder is concerned, Sismondi towers heads

above Mac because of his intuitive understanding of the contradictions in the capitalist

mode  of  production.  In  the  end,  the  Ricardian  was  at  a  loss  to  answer  Sismondi’s

scepticism  concerning  the  possibility  of  realising  the  surplus  value.  Sismondi  also

shows himself more penetrating in that he throws the Nottingham proletarians’ cry of

distress  in  the  teeth  of  the  apostles  and  apologists  of  harmony  with  their  smug

complacency,  of  those  who  deny  ‘any  surplus  of  production  over  demand,  any

congestion of the market, any suffering’, when he proves that the introduction of the

machine must of necessity create a ‘superabundant population’, and particularly in the
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end, when he underlines the tendency of the capitalist world market in general with its

inherent  contradictions.  MacCulloch denies  outright  that  general  over-production is

possible. He has a specific for every partial over-production up his sleeve:

‘It  may  be  objected,  perhaps,  that  on  the  principle  that  the  demand  for  commodities

increases  in  the  same  ratio  as  their  supply,  there  is  no  accounting  for  the  gluts  and

stagnation produced by overtrading. We answer very easily – A glut is an increase in the

supply of a particular class of commodities, unaccompanied by a corresponding increase in

the supply of those other commodities which should serve as their equivalents. While our

1,000 farmers and 1,000 master-manufacturers are exchanging their respective surplus

products, and reciprocally affording a market to each other, if 1,000 new capitalists were to

join their society, employing each 100 labourers in tillage, there would be an immediate

glut  in  agricultural  produce  because  in  this  case  there  would  be  no  contemporaneous

increase in the supply of the manufactured articles which should purchase it. But let one

half of the new capitalists become manufacturers, and equivalents in the form of wrought

goods will be created for the new produce raised by the other half: the equilibrium will be

restored,  and  the  1,500  farmers  and  1,500  master-manufacturers  will  exchange  their

respective surplus products with exactly the same facility with which the 1,000 farmers

and 1,000 manufacturers formerly exchanged theirs.’(14)

Sismondi answers this buffoonery which ‘very easily’ pokes about in a fog, by pointing

to the real changes and revolutions which take place before his own eyes.

‘It  was possible to put barbarous countries under the plough, and political revolutions,

changes in the financial system, and peace, at once brought cargoes to the ports of the old

agricultural  countries  which  almost  equalled  their  entire  harvest.  The  recent  Russian

conquest of the vast provinces on the Black Sea, the change in the system of government in

Egypt, and the outlawing of piracy in High Barbary, have suddenly poured the granaries of

Odessa, Alexandria and Tunis into the Italian ports and have put such an abundance of

corn on the markets that all along the coasts the farmer’s trade is fighting a losing battle.

Nor is the remainder of Europe safe from a similar revolution, caused by the simultaneous

ploughing under of immense expanses of new land on the banks of the Mississippi, which

export all their agricultural produce. Even the influence of New Holland may one day be

the ruin of English industry, if not in the price of foodstuffs, which are too expensive to

transport, at least in respect of wool and other agricultural products which are easier to

transport.’(15)

What would MacCulloch have to advise in view of such an agrarian crisis in Southern

Europe? That half the new farmers should turn manufacturer. Whereupon Sismondi

counters:

‘Such counsel cannot seriously apply to the Tartars of the Crimea or to the fellaheen of

Egypt.’

And he adds

‘The  time  is  not  yet  ripe  to  set  up  new industries  in  the  regions  overseas  or  in  New
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Holland.’(16)

Sismondi’s  acuity recognised that  industrialisation of  the  lands overseas was only a

matter of time. He was equally aware of the fact that the expansion of the world market

would not bring with it the solution to the difficulty but would only reproduce it in a

higher degree, in yet more potent crises. His prediction for the expansive tendency of

capitalism is that it will reveal an aspect of fiercer and fiercer competition, of mounting

anarchy within production itself. Indeed, he puts his finger on the fundamental causes

of crises in a passage where he states the trend of capitalist production precisely as

surpassing all limits of the market. At the end of his reply to MacCulloch he says:

‘Time and again it has been proclaimed that the equilibrium will re-establish itself, that

work will start again, but a single demand each time provides an impetus in excess of the

real needs of trade, and this new activity, must soon be followed by a yet more painful

glut.’(17)

To such a profound grasp of the real contradictions in the movements of capital, the

vulgarus on the Chair of London University with his harmony, cant and his country-

dance of 1,000 beribboned farmers and 1,000 bibulous manufacturers could find no

effective answer.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) The article in the Edinburgh Review was really directed against Owen, sharply attacking
on 24 pages of print the latter’s four treatises: (1) A New View of Society, or Essays on the
formation of Human Character,  (2) Observations  on the Effects  of  the Manufacturing
System,  (3)  Two  Memorials  on  Behalf  of  the  Working  Classes,  Presented  to  the
Governments  of  America  and Europe,  and finally  (4)  Three  Tracts  and An  Account  of
Public Proceedings relative to the Employment of the Poor. ‘Anonymous’ here attempts a
detailed proof that Owen’s  reformist  ideas by no means get  down to the real  causes of  the
misery of the English proletariat, these causes being: the transition to the cultivation of barren
land (Ricardo’s theory of ground rent!), the corn laws and high taxation pressing upon farmer
and  manufacturer  alike.  Free  trade  and  laissez-faire  thus  is  his  alpha  and  omega.  Given
unrestricted  accumulation,  all  increase  in  production  will  create  for  itself  an  increase  in
demand. Owen is accused of ‘profound ignorance’ as regards Say and James Mill.  – ‘In his
reasonings, as well as in his plans, Mr. Owen shows himself profoundly ignorant of all the laws
which regulate the production and distribution of wealth.’ – From Owen, the author proceeds to
Sismondi and formulates the point of contention as follows: ‘He [Owen] conceives that when
competition is unchecked by any artificial regulations, and industry permitted to flow in its
natural channels, the use of machinery may increase the supply of the several articles of wealth
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beyond the demand for them, and by creating an excess of all commodities, throw the working
classes out of employment. This is the position Which we hold to be fundamentally erroneous;
and as it is strongly insisted on by the' celebrated M. de Sismondi in his Nouveaux Principes
d’Économie Politique, we must entreat the indulgence of our readers while we endeavour to
point out its fallacy, and to demonstrate, that the power of consuming necessarily increases
with every increase in the power of producing’ (Edinburgh Review, Oct. 1819, p.470).

(2)  The original title is: Examen de cette question: Le pouvoir de consommer s’accroît-il
toujours dans la société avec le pouvoir de produire? We have not been able to obtain a
copy of Rossi’s Annales, but the essay as a whole was incorporated by Sismondi in the second
edition of his Nouveaux Principes.

(3) At the time of writing, Sismondi was still in the dark as to the identity of ‘Anonymous’ in the
Edinburgh Review.

4) Sismondi, op. cit., Vol.ii, pp.376-8.

(5) MacCulloch, loc. cit., p.470.

(6) Incidently, Sismondi’s Leipsic Book Fair, as a microcosm of the capitalist world, has staged a
come-back after 55 years – in Eugen Dühring’s ‘system’. Engels, in his devastating criticism of
that unfortunate ‘universal genius’ adduces this idea as proof that Dühring, by attempting to
elucidate a real industrial crisis by means of an imaginary one on the Leipsic Book Fair, a storm
at sea by a storm in a teacup, has shown himself a ‘real German literatus’. But, as in many other
instances exposed by Engels, the great thinker has simply borrowed here from someone else on
the sly.

(7) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, pp.381-2.

(8) MacCulloch, loc. cit., p.470.

(9) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, p.384.

(10) MacCulloch, loc. cit., p.471.

(11) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, pp.394-5.

(11) Ibid., pp.396-7.

(13) Ibid., pp.397-8.

(14) MacCulloch, loc. cit., pp.471-2.

(15) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, pp.400-1.

(16) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, p.401.

(17) Ibid., pp.405-6.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

First Round

Sismondi-Malthus v. Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch

Chapter 12

MACCULLOCH’s reply to Sismondi’s theoretical objections evidently did not settle the

matter to Ricardo’s  own satisfaction.  Unlike that  shrewd ‘Scottish arch-humbug’,  as

Marx calls him, Ricardo really wanted to discover the truth and throughout retained the

genuine modesty of a great mind.(1) That Sismondi’s polemics against him and his pupil

had made a deep impression is proved by Ricardo’s revised approach to the question of

the effects of the machine, that being the point on which Sismondi, to his eternal credit,

had confronted the classical school of harmony with the sinister aspects of capitalism.

Ricardo’s followers had enlarged upon the doctrine that the machine can always create

as  many  or  even  more  opportunities  for  the  wage  labourers  as  it  takes  away  by

displacing living labour. This so-called theory of compensation was subjected to a stern

attack by Sismondi in the chapter On the Division of Labour and Machinery(2) and

in another chapter significantly entitled: Machinery Creates a Surplus Population,(3)

both published in the Nouveaux Principes  of 1819, two years later than Ricardo’s

main work.  In 1821, after  the MacCulloch-Sismondi controversy, Ricardo inserted a

new chapter in the third edition of his Principles, where he frankly confesses to his

error and says in the strain of Sismondi: ‘That the opinion entertained by the labouring

classes, that the employment of machinery is frequently detrimental to their interests,

is not founded on prejudice and error, but is conformable to the correct principles of
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political economy.’(4)

He, like Sismondi, had to defend himself against the suspicion that he is opposing

technical progress,  but,  less ruthless,  he compromises with the evasion that the evil

emerges  only  gradually.  ‘To  elucidate  the  principle,  I  have  been  supposing,  that

improved machinery is suddenly discovered; and extensively used; but – the truth is

that these discoveries are gradual, and rather operate in determining the employment

of the capital which is saved and accumulated, than in diverting capital from its actual

employment.’(5)

Yet the problem of crises and accumulation continued to worry Ricardo also. In 1823,

the last year of his life, he spent some days in Geneva in order to talk the problem over

face to face with Sismondi. The result of these talks is Sismondi’s essay On the Balance

Between Consumption and Production, published in the Revue Encyclopédique of

May 1824.(6)

In his Principles, Ricardo had at the crucial points completely accepted Say’s trite

doctrine of harmony in the relations between production and consumption. In chapter

xxi he had declared:

‘M. Say has, however, most satisfactorily shown, that there is no amount of capital which

may not be employed in a country, because demand is only limited by production. No man

produces, but with a view to consume or sell, and he never sells, but with an intention to

purchase some other commodity, which may be immediately useful to him, or which may

contribute to future production.  By producing,  then,  he  necessarily  becomes either the

consumer of his own goods, or the purchaser and consumer of the goods of some other

person.’(7)

To this  conception of Ricardo’s,  Sismondi’s  Nouveaux Principes  were  a  powerful

challenge, and the dispute as a whole turned also on this point. Ricardo could not deny

the fact of crises which had but recently passed over England and other countries. What

was at issue was the explanation for them. Right at the outset of their debate, Sismondi

and Ricardo had agreed on a remarkably lucid and precise formulation of the problem,

excluding  the  question  of  foreign  commerce  altogether.  Sismondi  grasped  the

significance  and  necessity  of  foreign  trade  for  capitalist  production,  its  need  for

expansion, well enough; in this line he was quite in step with Ricardo’s Free Traders,

whom he considerably excelled in his dialectical conception of the expansionist needs of

capital.  He  fully  admitted  that  industry  is  increasingly  led  to  look  for  its  vents  on

foreign markets where it is threatened by greater revolutions.(8) He forecast, as we have

seen,  the  rise  of  a  dangerous  competition  for  European  industry  in  the  overseas

countries. This was after all a creditable achievement in the year 1820, and one which

reveals Sismondi’s deep insight into the relations of capitalist world economy. But even
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so, Sismondi was in fact far from conceiving the problem of realising the surplus value,

the problem of  accumulation,  to depend on foreign commerce as  its  only means of

salvation, a view attributed to him by later critics. On the contrary, Sismondi was quite

explicit in the sixth chapter of volume i:(9)

‘In order to make these calculations with greater certainty and to simplify these questions,

we have hitherto made complete abstraction from foreign trade and supposed an isolated

nation; this isolated nation is human society itself, and what is true for a nation without

foreign commerce, is equally true for mankind.’

In  other  words:  in  considering  the  entire  world  market  as  one  society  producing

exclusively by capitalist methods, Sismondi grounds his problem in the same premises

as Marx was to do after him. That was also the basis on which he came to terms with

Ricardo.

‘From the question that troubled us, we had each of us dismissed the instance of a nation

that sold more abroad than it needed to buy there, that could command a growing external

market for its growing internal production. In any case, it is not for us to decide whether

fortunes of war or politics could perhaps bring forth new consumers for a nation – what is

needed  is  proof  that  a  nation  can  create  these  for  itself  simply  by  increasing  its

production.’(10)

This  is  how  Sismondi  formulated  the  problem  of  realising  the  surplus  value  in  all

precision, just as it confronts us throughout the ensuing era in economics, in contrast

with Ricardo who actually maintains along with Say, as we are already aware and shall

show in further detail, that production creates its own demand.

Ricardo’s thesis in the controversy with Sismondi takes the following form:

‘Supposing that 100 workers produce 1,000 sacks of corn, and 100 weavers 1,000 yards

woollen fabric. Let us disregard all other products useful to man and all intermediaries

between them, and consider them alone in the world. They exchange their 1,000 yards

against the 1,000 sacks. Supposing that the productive power of labour has increased by a

tenth owing to a successive progress of industry, the same people will exchange 1,100 yards

against 1,100 sacks, and each will be better clothed and fed; new progress will make them

exchange 1,200 yards for 1,200 sacks, and so on. The increase in products always only

increases the enjoyment of those who produce.’(11)

The great Ricardo’ standards of reasoning, it must regretfully be stated, are if anything

even lower than those of the Scottish arch-humbug, MacCulloch. Once again we are

invited to witness a harmonious and graceful country-dance of sacks and yards – the

very proportion which is to be proved, is again, taken for granted. What is more, all

relevant  premises for  the  problem are  simply left  out.  The real  problem – you will

recollect – the object of the controversy had been the question: who are the buyers and

consumers of the surplus product that comes into being if the capitalists produce more
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goods than are needed for their own and their workers’ consumption; if, that is to say,

they capitalise part of their surplus value and use it to expand production, to increase

their  capital?  Ricardo  answers  it  by  completely  ignoring  the  capital  increase.  The

picture  he  paints  of  the  various  stages  of  production  is  merely  that  of  a  gradually

increasing productivity of labour. According to his assumptions, the same amount of

labour first produces 1,000 sacks and 1,000 yards textiles, then 1,100 sacks and 1,100

yards, further 1,200 sacks and 1,200 yards, and so on, in a gracefully ascending curve.

Not  only  that  the  image  of  a  marshalled  uniform  progression  on  both  sides,  of

conformity  even  in  the  number  of  objects  brought  to  exchange,  is  wearisome,  the

expansion of capital is nowhere as much as mentioned in the model. Here we have no

enlarged but simple reproduction with a greater bulk of use-values indeed, but without

any increase in the value of  the aggregate social  product.  Since only the amount of

value, not the number of use-values is relevant to the exchange transaction, and this

amount remains constant in the example, Ricardo makes no real advances, even though

he  seems  to  analyse  the  progressive  expansion  of  production.  Finally,  he  is  quite

oblivious of the relevant categories of reproduction. MacCulloch had, begun by making

the  capitalists  produce  without  any  surplus  value  and  live  on  air,  but  at  least  he

recognised  the  existence  of  the  workers,  making  provision  for  their  consumption.

Ricardo, however, does not even mention the workers; for him the distinction between

variable capital and surplus value does not exist at all. Besides this major omission, it is

of small account that he, just like his disciple, takes no notice of constant capital. He

wants to solve the problem of realising the surplus value and expanding capital without

positing  more  than  the  existence  of  a  certain  quantity  of  commodities  which  are

mutually exchanged.

Sismondi was blind to the fact that the venue has been changed altogether. Yet he

tried faithfully to bring the fantasies of his famous guest and opponent down to earth

and to analyse their invisible contradictions, plaintively saying that these assumptions,

‘just like German metaphysics, abstract from time and space’.(12)  He grafts Ricardo’s

hypothesis  on to  ‘society  in  its  real  organisation,  with unpropertied workers  whose

wage is fixed by competition and who can be dismissed the moment their master has no

further need of their work ... for’ – remarks Sismondi, as acute as he is modest – ‘it is

just this social organisation to which our objection refers’.(13)

He lays bare the many difficulties and conflicts bound up with the progress of labour

productivity  under  capitalism,  and  shows  that  Ricardo’s  postulated  changes  in  the

technique of labour, from the point of view of society, lead to the following alternative:

Either a number of workers corresponding to the increase in labour productivity will

have to he dismissed outright – then there will be a surplus of products on the one

hand, and on the other unemployment and misery – a faithful picture of present-day
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society. Or the surplus product will be used for the maintenance of the workers in a new

field of production, the production of luxury goods. Here Sismondi undoubtedly proves

himself superior: he suddenly remembers the existence of the constant capital, and now

it is he who subjects the English classic to a frontal attack:

‘For setting up a new industry  for  manufacturing luxuries,  new capital  is  also  needed;

machines will have to be built, raw materials procured, and distant commerce brought into

activity; for the wealthy are rarely content, with enjoying what is immediately in front of

them. Where,  then,  could we find this  new capital  which may perhaps  be  much more

considerable than that required by agriculture? ... Our luxury workers are still a long way

from eating our labourers’  grain, from wearing the clothes from our common factories;

they are not yet made into workers, they may not even have been born yet, their trade does

not exist, the materials on which they are to work have not arrived from India. All those

among whom the former should distribute their bread, wait for it in vain.’(14)

Sismondi  now  takes  constant  capital  into  account,  not  only  in  the  production  of

luxuries,  but  also  in  agriculture,  and  further  raises  the  following  objection  against

Ricardo:

‘We must  abstract  from time,  if  we  make  the  assumption  that  the  cultivator,  whom a

mechanical discovery or an invention of rural industry enables to treble the productive

power  of  his  workers,  will  also  find  sufficient  capital  to  treble  his  exploitation,  his

agricultural  implements,  his  equipment,  his  livestock,  his  granaries:  to  treble  the

circulating capital which must serve him while waiting for his harvest.’(15)

In this  way  Sismondi  breaks  with the  superstition  of  the  classical  school  that  with

capital  expanding all additional capital would be exclusively spent on wages, on the

variable capital. He clearly dissents from Ricardo’s doctrine – which did not, however,

prevent his allowing all the errors arising out of this doctrine three years later again to

creep into the second edition of his Nouveaux Principes. In opposition to Ricardo’s

facile doctrine of harmony, Sismondi underlines two decisive points: on the one hand,

the objective difficulties of  the process of  enlarged reproduction which works by no

means so smoothly in capitalist reality as it does in Ricardo’s absurd hypothesis; on the

other hand, the fact that all technical progress in social labour productivity is always

achieved  under  capitalism  at  the  expense  of  the  working  class,  bought  with  their

suffering.  Sismondi  shows  himself  superior  to  Ricardo  in  yet  a  third  point:  he

represents  the  broad horizon  of  the  dialectical  approach  as  against  Ricardo’s  blunt

narrow-mindedness with its incapacity to conceive of any forms of society other than

those of bourgeois economics:

‘Our  eyes,’  he  exclaims,  ‘are  so  accustomed  to  this  new  organisation  of  society,  this

universal competition, degenerating into hostility between the rich and the working class,

that we no longer conceive of any mode of existence other than that whose ruins surround

us on  all  sides.  They  believe  to  prove me absurd by  confronting  me with  the vices  of
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preceding systems. Indeed, as regards the organisation of the lower classes, two or three

systems have succeeded one another; yet, since they are not to be regretted, since, after

first doing some good, they then imposed terrible disasters on mankind, may we conclude

from this  that  we have now entered the true one? May we conclude that  we shall  not

discover the besetting vice of  the system of wage labour as we have discovered that of

slavery, of vassalage, and of the guilds? A time will come, no doubt, when our descendants

will condemn us as barbarians because we have left the working classes without security,

just as we already condemn, as they also will, as barbarian the nations who have reduced

those same classes to slavery.’(16)

Sismondi’s  statement,  putting  in  a  nutshell  the  vital  differences  between  the  parts

played by the proletariat in a modern society and in the society of ancient Rome, shows

his profound insight into historical connections. He shows no less discern then in his

polemics against Ricardo, when analysing the specific economic character of the slave-

system and of feudal economy as well as their relative historical significance, and finally

then emphasising, as the dominant universal tendency of bourgeois economy, ‘that it

severs completely all kind of property from every kind of labour’.

The second round, no more than the first, between Sismondi and the classical school,

brought little glory for Sismondi’s opponents.(17)

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) It is typical that on his election to Parliament in 1819, when he already enjoyed the highest
reputation on account of his economic writings, Ricardo wrote to a friend: ‘You will have seen
that I have taken my seat in the House of Commons. I fear I shall be of little use there. I have
twice attempted to speak but I proceeded in the most embarrassed manner, and I have no hope
of conquering the alarm with which I am assailed the moment I hear the sound of my own
voice’ (Letters of M. Ricardo to J.R. MacCulloch, N.Y. 1895, pp. 23-4). Such diffidence
was quite unknown to the gasbag MacCulloch.

(2) Nouveaux Principes ..., book iv, chap.vii.

(3) Ibid., book vii, chap.vii.

(4)  D.  Ricardo,  On the  Principles  of  Political  Economy and Taxation  (3rd  edition,
London 1821), p.474.

(5) Ibid., p.478.
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(6) This essay, Sur la Balance des Consommations avec les Productions, is reprinted in the
second  edition  of  Nouveaux  Principes,  vol.ii,  pp.408ff.  Sismondi  tells  us  about  this
discussion:

‘M. Ricardo, whose recent death has been a profound bereavement not only to his friends

and family  but  to all  those  whom he enlightened by his  brilliance,  all  those  whom he

inspired by his lofty sentiments, stayed for some days in Geneva in the last year of his life.

We discussed in two or three sessions this fundamental question on which we disagreed.

To  this  enquiry  he  brought  the  urbanity,  the  good  faith,  the  love  of  truth  which

distinguished him, and a clarity which his disciples themselves had not heard, accustomed

as they were to the efforts of abstract thought he demanded in the lecture room.’

(7) Ricardo, op. cit., p.339.

(8) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, p.361.

(9) Nouveaux  Principes  ...,  book  iv,  chap.iv;  Comment  la  Richesse  commerciale  suit
l’Accroissement du Revenu (vol.i, p.115).

(10) Sismondi, op. cit., vol.ii, p.412.

(11) Ibid., p.416.

(12) Ibid., p.424.

(13) Ibid., p.417.

(14) Ibid., pp.425-6.

(15) Ibid., p.429.

(16) Ibid., pp.434-5.

(17) Thus, if Tugan Baranovski, championing Say-Ricardo’s views, tells us about the controversy
between Sismondi  and Ricardo (Studies  on the Theory  and History  of  Commercial
Crises  in England,  p.176),  that  Sismondi  was  compelled  ‘to  acknowledge  as  correct  the
doctrine he had attacked and to concede his opponent all  that  is necessary’;  that Sismondi
himself  ‘had abandoned his own theory which still  finds so many adherents’,  and that  ‘the
victory in this controversy lies with Ricardo’, this shows a lack of discrimination – to put it
mildly – such as is practically unheard-of in a work of serious scientific pretensions.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

First Round

Sismondi-Malthus v. Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch

Chapter 13

SISMONDI’S essay against Ricardo in the Revue Encyclopédique of May 1824, was

the final  challenge for J.B.  Say,  at  that  time the acknowledged ‘prince of  economic

science’  (prince  de  la  science  économique),  the  so-called  representative,  heir  and

populariser  of  the  school  of  Adam  Smith  on  the  Continent.  Say,  who  had  already

advanced some arguments against Sismondi in his letters to Malthus, countered the

following July with an essay on The Balance Between Consumption and Production

in the Revue Encyclopédique, to which Sismondi in turn published a short reply.

The chronology of Sismondi’s polemical engagements was thus inverse to the sequence

of the opposing theories, for it had been Say who first communicated his doctrine of a

divinely established balance between production and consumption to Ricardo who had

in turn handed it down to MacCulloch. In fact, as early as 1803, Say, in his Traité

d'Économie Politique,  book  i,  chapter  xii,  had  coined  the  following  peremptory

statement: ‘Products are paid for with other products. It follows that if a nation has too

many goods of  one  kind,  the  means of  selling them would be to  create  goods of  a

different kind.’(1)

Here we meet again the all too familiar conjuring recipe which was accepted alike by

Ricardo’s school and by the ‘vulgar economists’ as the corner-stone of the doctrine of

harmony.(2)
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Essentially, Sismondi’s principal work constitutes a sustained polemic against this

thesis. At this stage Say charges to the attack in the Revue Encyclopédique with a

complete volte-face, as follows:

‘Objection may be made that, because of man’s intelligence, because of the advantage he

can  draw  from  the  means  provided  by  nature  and  artifice,  every  human  society  can

produce  all  the  things  fit  to  satisfy  its  needs  and increase  its  enjoyment  in  far  larger

quantities than it can itself consume. But there I would ask how it is possible that we know

of no nation that is supplied with everything. Even in what rank as prospering nations

seven eighths of the population, are lacking in a multitude of things considered necessities

in ... I will not say wealthy family, but in a modest establishment. The village I live in at

present lies in one of the richest parts of France; yet in 19 out of 20 houses I enter here, I

see but the coarsest fare and nothing that makes for the well-being of the people, none of

the things the English call comforts.’(3)

There is something to admire about the effrontery of the excellent Say. It was he who

had maintained that in a capitalist economy there could be no difficulties, no surplus,

no crises and no misery; since goods can be bought one for the other, we need only go

on producing more and more and everything in the garden will be lovely. It was in Say’s

hands that this postulate had become a tenet of the doctrine of harmony, that doctrine

so typical of vulgar economics, which had evoked a sharp protest from Sismondi who

proved this view untenable.  The latter had shown that goods cannot be sold in any

quantity you like, but that a limit is set to the realisation of goods by the income of

society in each case, by v + s; inasmuch as the wages of the workers are depressed to a

mere subsistence level, and inasmuch as there is also a natural limit to the consumptive

capacity  of  the  capitalist  class,  an  expansion  of  production,  Sismondi  says,  must

inevitably lead to slumps, crises and ever greater misery for the great masses. Say’s

come-back to this is masterly in its ingenuity. If you will insist that over-production is

possible, how can it happen that there are so many people in our society who are naked,

hungry  and  in  want?  Pray,  explain  this  contradiction  if  you  can.  Say,  whose  own

position excels by contriving blithely to shrug off the circulation of money altogether by

operating  with a  system of  barter,  now censures his  critic  for  speaking of  an over-

abundance of products in relation not only to purchasing power but to the real needs of

society, and that although Sismondi had left no doubt at all about this very salient point

of his deductions. ‘Even if there is a very great number of badly fed, badly clothed and

badly housed people in a society, the society can only sell what it buys, and, as we have

seen, it can only buy with its income.’(4)

A little further on, Say concedes this point but alleges that his opponent has made a

new mistake: ‘It is not consumers, then, in which the nation is lacking,’ he says, ‘but-

purchasing  power.  Sismondi  believes  that  this  will  be  more  extensive,  when  the

products are rare, when consequently they are dearer and their production procures
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ampler pay for the workers.’(5)

That is how Say attempts to degrade, in his own trite method of thought, or better,

method of canting, Sismondi’s theory which attacked the very foundations of capitalist

organisation and its mode of distribution. He burlesques the Nouveaux Principes,

turning them into a plea for ‘rare’ goods and high prices,  and holds up to them the

mirror of an artfully flattered capitalist accumulation at its peak. If production becomes

more  vigorous,  he  argues,  labour  grows  in  numbers  and the  volume of  production

expands, the nations will be better and more universally provided for, and he extols the

conditions in countries where industrial development is at its highest, as against the

misery  of  the  Middle  Ages.  Sismondi’s  maxims  he  declares  subversive  to  capitalist

society:  ‘Why  does  he  call  for  an  inquiry  into  the  laws  which  might  oblige  the

entrepreneur to guarantee a living for the worker he employs? Such an inquiry would

paralyse the spirit of enterprise.  Merely the feat that the authorities might interfere

with private contracts is a scourge and harmful to the wealth of a nation.’(6)

Not  to  be  diverted  from  his  purpose  by  this  indiscriminate  apologia  of  Say’s,

Sismondi once more turns the discussion on the fundamental issue.

‘Surely I  have never denied that  since the  time: of  Louis XIV France has been able to

double her population and to quadruple her consumption, as he contends.  I  have only

claimed that the increase of products is a good if it is desired, paid for and consumed; that,

on the other hand, it is an evil if, there being no demand, the only hope of the producer is

to entice the consumers of a rival industry's products. I have tried to show that the natural

course  of  the  nations is  progressive  increase  of  their  property,  an increase  consequent

upon  theft  demand  for  new  products  and  their  means  to  pay  for  them,  but  that  in

consequence of our institutions, of our legislation having robbed the working class of all

property and every security, they have also been spurred to a disorderly labour quite out of

touch with the demand and with purchasing power,  which accordingly only aggravates

poverty.’(7)

And he winds up the debate by inviting the preacher of harmony to reflect upon the

circumstance that, though a nation may be rich, public misery no less than material

wealth is constantly on the increase, the class which produces everything being daily

brought nearer to a position where it may consume nothing. On this shrill discordant

note  of  capitalist  contradictions  closes  the  first  clash  about  the  problem  of

accumulation.

Summing up the general direction of this first battle of wits, we must note two points:

(1) In spite of all the confusion in Sismondi’s analysis, his superiority to both Ricardo

and his  followers  and to the self  styled heir  to  the mantle  of  Adam Smith is  quite

unmistakable.  Sismondi,  in  taking  things  from the angle  of  reproduction,  looks  for
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concepts  of  value  (capital  and  income)  and  for  factual  elements  (producer  and

consumer goods) as best he can, in order to grasp how they are interrelated within the

total social process. In this he is nearest to Adam Smith, with the difference only that

the  contradictions  there  appearing  as  merely  subjective  and  speculative,  are

deliberately stressed as the keynote of Sismondi’s analysis where the problem of capital

accumulation is treated as the crucial point and principal difficulty.

Sismondi has therefore made obvious advances on Adam Smith, while Ricardo and

his  followers  as  well  as  Say  throughout  the  debate  think  solely  in  terms  of  simple

commodity production. They only see the formula C–M–C, even reducing everything to

barter, and believe that such barren wisdom can cover all the problems specific to the

process of reproduction and accumulation. This is a regress even on Smith, and over

such myopic vision, Sismondi scores most decisively. He, the social critic, evinces much

more understanding for the categories of bourgeois economics than their staunchest

champions – just as,  at a later date,  the socialist Marx was to grasp infinitely more

keenly  than  all  bourgeois  economists  together  the  differentia  specifica  of  the

mechanism  of  capitalist  economy.  If  Sismondi  exclaims  in  the  face  of  Ricardo’s

doctrine: ‘What, is wealth to be all, and man a mere nothing?’(8) it is indicative not only

of the vulnerable moral strain in his petty-bourgeois approach compared to the stern,

classical impartiality of Ricardo, but also of a critical perception, sharpened by social

sensibilities for the living social connections of economy; an eye, that is, for intrinsic

contradictions and difficulties as against the rigid,  hidebound and abstract views of

Ricardo and his school. The controversy had only shown up the fact that Ricardo, just

like the followers of Adam Smith, was not even able to grasp, let alone solve the puzzle

of accumulation put by Sismondi.

(2) The clue to the problem, however, was already impossible of discovery, because the

whole argument had been side-tracked and concentrated upon the problem of crises. It

is only natural that the outbreak of the first crisis should dominate the discussion, but

no less natural that this effectively prevented either side from recognising that crises

are  far  from  constituting  the  problem  of  accumulation,  being  no  more  than  its

characteristic phenomenon: one element in the cyclical form of capitalist reproduction.

Consequently,  the  debate  could  only  result  in  a  twofold  quid  pro  quo:  one  party

deducing from crises that accumulation is impossible, and the other from barter that

crises are impossible.  Subsequent developments of capitalism were to give the lie to

both conclusions alike.

And  yet,  Sismondi’s  criticism  sounds  the  first  alarm  of  economic  theory  at  the

domination of capital, and for this reason its historical importance is both great and

lasting. It paves the way for the disintegration of a classical economics unable to cope
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with the problem of its own making. But for all Sismondi’s terror of the consequences

attendant upon capitalism triumphant, he was certainly no reactionary in the sense of

yearning for pre-capitalistic conditions, even if on occasion he delights in extolling the

patriarchal forms of production in agriculture and handicrafts in comparison with the

domination  of  capital.  He  repeatedly  and most  vigorously  protests  against  such  an

interpretation as e.g., in his polemic against Ricardo in the Revue Encyclopédique:

‘I can already hear the outcry that I jib at improvements in agriculture and craftsmanship

and at every progress man could make; that I doubtless prefer a state of barbarism to a

state  of  civilisation,  since  the  plough is  a  tool,  the  spade an even older  one,  and that,

according to my system, man ought no doubt to work the soil with his bare hands.

‘I never said anything of the kind, and I crave indulgence to protest once for all against

all conclusions imputed to my system such as I myself have never drawn. Neither those

who attack me nor those who defend me have really understood me, and more than once I

have been put to shame by my allies as much as by my opponents.’ – ‘I beg you to realise

that  it  is  not  the  machine,  new discoveries  and inventions,  not  civilisation  to  which  I

object, but the modern organisation of society, an organisation which despoils the man

who works of  all  property other  than his  arms,  and denies him the least  security in  a

reckless over-bidding that makes for his harm and to which he is bound to fall a prey.’(9)

There  can  be  no  question  that  the  interests  of  the  proletariat  were  at  the  core  of

Sismondi’s criticism, and he is making no false claims when he formulates his main

tendency as follows:

‘I am only working for means to secure the fruits of labour to those who do the work, to

make the machine benefit the man, who puts it in motion.’(10)

When  pressed  for  a  closer  definition  of  the  social  organisation  towards  which  he

aspires, it is true he hedges and confesses himself unable to do so:

‘But what remains to be done is of infinite difficulty, and I certainly do not intend to deal

with it to-day. I should like to convince the economists as completely as I am convinced

myself that their science is going off on a wrong tack. But I cannot trust myself to be able to

show them the true course; it is a supreme effort – the most my mind will run to – to form

a conception even of the actual organisation of society. Yet who would have the power to

conceive of an organisation that does not even exist so far, to see the future, since we are

already hard put to it to see the present?’(11)

Surely it was no disgrace to admit oneself frankly powerless to envisage a future beyond

capitalism in the year 1820 – at a time when capitalism had only just begun to establish

its domination over the big industries, and when the idea of socialism was only possible

in a most Utopian form. But as Sismondi could neither advance beyond capitalism nor

go back to a previous stage, the only course open to his criticism was a petty-bourgeois

compromise.  Sceptical  of  the possibility  of  developing fully  both capitalism and the
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productive forces, he found himself under necessity to clamour for some moderation of

accumulation, for some slowing down of the triumphant march of capitalism. That is

the reactionary aspect of his criticism.(12)

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) ‘L’argent ne remplit qu’un office passager dans ce double échanges. Les échanges terminés, il
se trouve qu’on a payé des produits avec des produits. En conséquence, quand une nation a trop
de produits dans un genre, le moyen de les écouler est d’un créer d’un autre genre’ (J.B. Say,
Traité d’Économie Polititique, Paris 1803, vol.i, p.154)

(2)  In fact, here again, Say’s only achievement lies in having given a pompous and dogmatic
form to an idea that others had expressed before him. As Bergmann points out, in his Theory
of  Crises  (Stuttgart  1895),  the  work  of  Josiah  Tucker  (1752),  Turgot’s  annotations  to  the
French pamphlets, the writings of Quesnay, Dupont de Nemours, and of others contain quite
similar observations on a natural balance, or even identity, between demand and supply. Yet
the miserable Say, as Marx once called him, claims credit as the evangelist of harmony for the
great  discovery  of  the  ‘théorie  des  débouchés’,  modestly  comparing  his  own  work  to  the
discovery of the principles of thermodynamics, of the lever, and of the inclined plane. In the
preface and table of contents, e.g., to the 6th edition of his Traité (1841, pp.51, 616) he says:
‘The theory of exchange and of vents, such as it is developed in this work, will transform world
politics.’  The  same  point  of  view  is  also  expounded  by  James  Mill  in  his  Commerce
Defended of 1808, and it is he whom Marx calls the real father of the doctrine of a natural
equilibrium between production and demand.

(3) Say in Revue Encyclopédique, vol.23, July 1824, pp.20f.

(4) Nouveaux Principes ..., vol.i, p.117.

(5) Say, loc. cit., p.21.

(6)  Say,  loc. cit.,  p.29.  Say indicts  Sismondi as the arch-enemy of  bourgeois  society in  the
following ranting peroration:

‘It is against the modern organisation of society, an organisation which, by despoiling the

working  man  of  all  property  save  his  hands,  gives  him  no  security  in  the  face  of  a

competition  directed  towards  his  detriment.  What!  Society  despoils  the  working  man

because it ensures to every kind of entrepreneur free disposition over his capital, that is to

say his  property!  I  repeat:  there is  nothing more dangerous than views conducive  to a

regulation of the employment of property’ for ‘hands and faculties ...  are also property’

(ibid., p.30).

(7) Sismondi, op. cit., pp.462-3.
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(8) Ibid., p.331.

(9) Ibid., pp.423-3.

(10) Ibid., p.449.

(11) Ibid., p.448.

(12) Marx, in his history of the opposition to Ricardo’s school and its dissolution, makes only
brief mention of Sismondi, explaining: ‘I leave Sismondi out of this historical account, because
the criticism of his views belongs to a part with which I can deal only after this treatise, the
actual movement of capital (competition and credit)’ (Theorien über den Mehrwert, vol.21,
p.52). Later on, however, in connection with Malthus, he also deals with Sismondi in a passage
that, on the whole, is comprehensive:

‘Sismondi is profoundly aware of the self-contradiction of capitalist production; he feels

that  its  forms,  its  productive conditions,  spur on an untrammelled development of  the

productive forces and of wealth on the one hand, yet that these conditions, on the other,

are  only  relative;  that  their  contradictions  of  value-in-use  and  value-in-exchange,  of

commodity and money, of sale and purchase, of production and consumption, of capital

and wage labour, and so on, take on ever larger dimensions, along with the forward strides

of  the  productive  forces.  In  particular,  he  feels  the  fundamental  conflict:  here  the

untrammelled development of productive power and of a wealth which, at the same time,

consists in commodities, must be monetised; and there the basis – restriction of the mass

of producers to the necessary means of subsistence. He therefore does not, like Ricardo,

conceive of the crises as merely incidental, but as essential, as eruptions of the immanent

conflicts  on ever  grander  scale  and at  determinate  periods.  Which  faces  him with  the

dilemma: is the state to put restrictions on the productive forces  to adapt them to the

productive conditions, or upon the productive conditions to adapt them to the productive

forces? Frequently he has recourse to the past, becomes loudator temporis acti, and seeks

to master the contradictions by a different regulation of income relative to capital, or of

distribution relative to production, quite failing to grasp that the relation of distribution

are nothing but the relations of production sub alia specie. He has a perfect picture of the

contradictions immanent in bourgeois production, yet he does not understand them, and

therefore fails  also to understand the process of their disintegration. (And indeed, how

could he, seeing this production was still in the making? – R.L.) And yet, his view is in fact

grounded in the premonition that new forms of appropriating wealth must answer to the

productive forces,  developed in the womb of  capitalist  production,  to the material  and

social conditions of creating this wealth; that the bourgeois forms of appropriation are but

transitory and contradictory, wealth existing always with contrary aspects and presenting

itself at once as its opposite. Wealth is ever based on the premises of poverty, and can

develop only by developing poverty’ (ibid., p.55).

In The Poverty of Philosophy, Marx opposes Sismondi to Proudhon in sundry passages, yet
about the man himself he only remarks tersely:

‘Those, who, like Sismondi,  wish to return to the true proportions of production, while

preserving the present basis of society, are reactionary, since, to be consistent, they must

also wish to bring all the other conditions of industry of former times’ (The Poverty of

Philosophy, London 1936, p.57).
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Two short references to Sismondi are in On the Critique of Political Economy: once he is
ranked,  as  the  last  classic  of  bourgeois  economies  in  France,  with  Ricardo in  England;  in
another passage emphasis is laid on the fact that Sismondi, contrary to Ricardo, underlined the
specifically social character of labour that creates value. – In the Communist Manifesto,
finally, Sismondi is mentioned as the head of the petty-bourgeois school.
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Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

First Round

Sismondi-Malthus v. Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch

Chapter 14

At the same time as Sismondi, Malthus also waged war against some of the teachings of

Ricardo.  Sismondi,  in  the  second  edition  of  his  work  as  well  as  in  his  polemics,

repeatedly referred to Malthus as an authority on his  side.  Thus he formulated the

common aims of his campaign against Ricardo in the Revue Encyclopédique:

‘Mr. Malthus, on the other hand, has maintained in England, as I have tried to do on the

Continent,  that  consumption  is  not  the  necessary  consequence of  production,  that  the

needs  and  desires  of  man,  though  they  are  truly  without  limits,  are  only  satisfied  by

consumption in so far as means of exchange go with them. We have affirmed that it is not

enough to create these means of exchange, to make them circulate among those who have

these desires and wants; that it can even happen frequently that the means of exchange

increase in society together with a decrease in the demand for labour, or wages, so that the

desires and wants of one part of the population cannot be satisfied and consumption also

decreases. Finally, we have claimed that the unmistakable sign of prosperity in a society is

not an increasing production of wealth, but an increasing demand for labour, or the offer

of more and more wages in compensation for this labour. Messrs. Ricardo and Say, though

not denying that an increasing demand for labour is a symptom of prosperity, maintained

that it inevitably results from an increase of production. As for Mr. Malthus and myself, we

regard these two increases as resulting from independent causes which may at times even

be in opposition. According to our view, if the demand for labour has not preceded and

determined production, the market will be flooded, and then new production becomes a
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cause of ruin, not of enjoyment.’(1)

These remarks suggest far-reaching agreement, a brotherhood in arms of Sismondi

and Malthus, at least in their opposition against Ricardo and his school. Marx considers

the Principles of Political Economy, which Malthus published in 1820, an outright

plagiarism of the Nouveaux Principes which had been published the year before. Yet

Sismondi and Malthus are frequently at odds regarding the problem with which we are

here concerned.

Sismondi is critical of capitalist production, he attacks it sharply, even denounces it,

while Malthus stands for the defence. This does not mean that he denies its inherent

contradictions, as Say or MacCulloch had done. On the contrary he raises them quite

unmercifully  to  the  status  of  a  natural  law  and  asserts  their  absolute  sanctity.

Sismondi’s guiding principle is the interests of the workers. He aspires, though rather

generally and vaguely, towards a thoroughgoing reform of distribution in favour of the

proletariat.  Malthus provides  the ideology for those strata  who are  the  parasites  of

capitalist exploitation, who live on ground rent and draw upon the common wealth; and

advocates the allocation of the greatest possible portion of the surplus value to these

‘unproductive consumers’. Sismondi’s general approach is predominantly ethical, it is

the  approach  of  the  social  reformer.  Improving  upon  the  classics,  he  stresses,  in

opposition to them, that ‘consumption is the only end of accumulation’, and pleads for

restricted accumulation. Malthus, on the contrary, bluntly declares that production has

no  other  purpose  than  accumulation  and advocates  unlimited  accumulation  by  the

capitalists,  to  be  supplemented  and assured  by  the  unlimited consumption of  their

parasites.  Finally,  Sismondi  starts  off  with  a  critical  analysis  of  the  reproductive

process, of the relation between capital and income from the point of view of society;

while Malthus, opposing Ricardo, begins with an absurd theory of value from which he

derives  an  equally  absurd  theory  of  surplus  value,  attempting  to  explain  capitalist

profits as an addition to the price over and above the value of commodities.(2)

Malthus opposes the postulate that supply and demand are identical with a detailed

critique in chapter vi of his Definitions in Political Economy.(3) In his Elements

of Political Economy, James Mill had declared:

‘What is it  that is necessarily meant, when we say that the supply and the demand are

accommodated to  one  another?  It  is  this:  that  goods  which  have  been  produced by  a

certain quantity  of  labour,  exchange for  goods which have been produced by an equal

quantity of labour. Let this proposition be duly attended to, and all the rest is clear. – Thus,

if a pair of shoes is produced with an equal quantity of labour as a hat, so long as a hat

exchanges for a pair of shoes, so long the supply and demand are accommodated to one

another. If it should so happen, that shoes fell in value, as compared with hats, which is the

same thing as hats rising in value compared with shoes, this would simply imply that more
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shoes had been brought to market, as compared with hats. Shoes would then be in more

than the due abundance. Why? Because in them the produce of a certain quantity of labour

would not exchange for the produce of an equal quantity. But for the very same reason hats

would be in less than the due abundance, because the produce of a certain quantity of

labour  in  them  would  exchange  for  the  produce  of  more  than  an  equal  quantity  in

shoes.’(4)

Against such trite tautologies,  Malthus marshals a twofold argument. He first draws

Mill’s attention to the fact  that he is  building without solid foundations. In fact,  he

argues, even without an alteration in the ratio of exchange between hats and shoes,

there may yet be too great a quantity of both in relation to the demand. This will result

in both being sold at less than the cost of production plus an appropriate profit.

‘But can it be said on this account’, he asks, ‘that the supply of hats is suited to the demand

for hats, or the supply of shoes suited to the demand for shoes, when they are both so

abundant that neither of  them will  exchange for what will  fulfil  the conditions of their

continued supply?’(5)

In other words, Malthus confronts Mill with the possibility of general over-production:

‘... when they are compared with the costs of production ... it is evident that ... they may

all fall or rise at the same time’.(6)

Secondly, he protests against the way in which Mill, Ricardo and company are wont

to model their postulates on a system of barter:

‘The hop planter who takes a hundred bags of hops to Weyhill fair, thinks little more about

the supply of hats and shoes than he does about the spots in the sun. What does he think

about, then? and what does he want to exchange his hops for? Mr. Mill seems to be of

opinion that it would show great ignorance of political economy, to say that what he wants

is money; yet, notwithstanding the probable imputation of this great ignorance, I have no

hesitation in distinctly asserting, that it really is money which he wants ...’(7)

For the rest, Malthus is content to describe the machinery by which an excessive supply

can depress prices below the cost of  production and so automatically  bring about a

restriction of production, and vice versa.

‘But this tendency, in the natural course of things, to cure a glut or a scarcity, is no ... proof

that such evils have never existed.’(8)

It is clear that in spite of his contrary views on the question of crises, Malthus thinks

along the same lines as Ricardo, Mill, Say, and MacCulloch. For him, too, everything

can be reduced to barter. The social reproductive process with its large categories and

interrelations  which  claimed  the  whole  of  Sismondi’s  attention,  is  here  completely

ignored.
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In view of so many contradictions within the fundamental approach, the criticism of

Sismondi and Malthus have only a few points in common:

Contrary to Say and the followers of Ricardo, they both deny the hypothesis of a

pre-established balance of consumption and production.

1. 

They both maintain that not only partial but also universal crises are possible.2. 

But here their agreement ends. If Sismondi seeks the cause of crises in the low level of

wages  and the  capitalists’  limited  capacity  for  consumption,  Malthus,  on  the  other

hand, transforms the fact of low wages into a natural law of population movements; for

the capitalists’ limited capacity for consumption, however, he finds a substitute in the

consumption of the parasites on surplus value such as the landed gentry and the clergy

with their unlimited capacity for wealth and luxury. ‘The church with a capacious maw

is blest.’

Both  Malthus  and  Sismondi  look  for  a  category  of  consumers  who  buy  without

selling,  in  order  to  redeem  capitalist  accumulation  and  save  it  from  a  precarious

position. But Sismondi needs them to get rid of the surplus product of society over and

above the consumption of the workers and capitalists, that is to say, to get rid of the

capitalised part of the surplus value. Malthus wants them as ‘producers’ of  profit in

general. It remains entirely his secret, of course, how the rentiers and the incumbents

of  the  state  can  assist  the  capitalists  in  appropriating  their  profits  by  buying

commodities at an increased price, since they themselves obtain their purchasing power

mainly from these capitalists. In view of these profound contrasts, the alliance between

Malthus and Sismondi does not go very deep. And if Malthus, as Marx has it, distorts

Sismondi’s  Nouveaux  Principes  into  a  Malthusian  caricature,  Sismondi  in  turn

stresses only what is common to them both and quotes Malthus in support, giving the

latter’s  critique  of  Ricardo  a  somewhat  Sismondian  cast.  On  occasion,  no  doubt,

Sismondi actually succumbs to the influence of Malthus; for instance, he takes over the

latter’s  theory  of  reckless  state  expenditure  as  an  emergency  measure  in  aid  of

accumulation  and  so  becomes  involved  in  contradictions  with  his  own  initial

assumptions.

On the whole, Malthus neither rendered an original contribution to the problem of

reproduction, nor even grasped it fully. In his controversy with the followers of Ricardo,

he operated with the concepts of simple commodity circulation, just as they did in their

controversy with Sismondi.  His quarrel  with that school turns on the ‘unproductive

consumption’ by the parasites of the surplus value; it is not a quarrel about the social

foundations of capitalist reproduction. Malthus’ edifice tumbles to the ground as soon

as  the  absurd mistakes  in  his  theory  of  profits  are  uncovered.  Sismondi’s  criticism

remains valid, and his problems remain unsolved even if we accept Ricardo’s theory of
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value with all its consequences.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Second Round

The Controversy Between Rodbertus and von
Kirchmann

Chapter 15

THE second theoretical polemics about the problem of accumulation was also started

by current events. If the first English crisis and its attendant misery of the working class

had  stimulated  Sismondi’s  opposition  against  the  classical  school,  it  was  the

revolutionary  working-class  movement  arisen  since  which,  almost  twenty-five  years

later, provided the incentive for Rodbertus’ critique of capitalist production. The risings

of the Lyons silk weavers and the Chartist movement in England were vastly different

from the shadowy spectres raised by the first crisis, and the ears of the bourgeoisie were

made to ring with their criticism of the most wonderful of all forms of society. The first

socio-economic work of Rodbertus, probably written for the Augsburger Allgemeine

Zeitung in the late thirties but not published by that paper, bears the significant title,

The Demands of the Working Classes,(1) and begins as follows:

‘What do the working classes want? Will the others be able to keep it from them? Will what

they want be the grave of modern civilisation? Thoughtful people have long realised that a

time must come when history would put this question with great urgency. Now, the man in

the street has learned it too, from the Chartist meetings and the Birmingham scenes.’
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During the forties, the leaven of revolutionary ideas was most vigorously at work in

France  in  the  formation  of  the  various  secret  societies  and  socialist  schools  of  the

followers of Proudhon, Blanqui, Cabet, Louis Blanc, etc. The February revolution and

the June proclamation of the ‘right to work’ led to a first head on clash between the two

worlds of capitalist society – an epoch making eruption of the contradictions latent in

capitalism. As regards the other, visible form of those contradictions – the crises – the

available  data  for  observation at  the  time of  the  second controversy  were far  more

comprehensive  than  in  the  early  twenties  of  the  century.  The  dispute  between

Rodbertus and v. Kirchmann took place under the immediate impact of the crises in

1837, 1839, 1847, and even of the first world crisis in 1857 – Rodbertus writing his

interesting pamphlet On Commercial Crises and the Mortgage Problem of the

Landowners(2) in 1858. Thus the inherent contradictions of capitalist society meeting

his eyes were in strident discord with the doctrine of  harmony held by the English

classics and their vulgarisers both in England and on the Continent, quite unlike any

critique in he times when Sismondi had raised his voice in warning.

Incidentally, a quotation from Sismondi in Rodbertus’ first writing proves that the

former’s  strictures  immediately  influenced  Rodbertus.  He  was  thus  familiar  with

contemporary French writings against the classical school, though perhaps less so with

the far more numerous English literature. There is no more than this flimsy support for

the myth of  the  German professors  about  the so-called ‘priority’  of  Rodbertus  over

Marx in the ‘foundation of socialism’. Accordingly, Professor Diehl writes in his article

on Rodbertus in Handwörterbuch der Staatswissenschaften:

‘Rodbertus must be considered the real founder of scientific socialism in Germany, since in

his  writings  between  1839  and  1842,  even  before  Marx  and  Lassalle,  he  provided  a

comprehensive  socialist  system,  a  critique  of  Adam  Smith’s  doctrine,  new  theoretical

foundations and proposals for social reform.’

This piece of god-fearing, pious righteousness comes from the second edition of 1901,

after all that had been written by Engels, Kautsky and Mehring to destroy this learned

legend, and in spite of it. Quite inevitably, of course, and proof against any evidence to

the contrary, however weighty, it was only right in the eyes of all the learned German

economists that the palm of ‘priority’ should be wrested from Marx, the revolutionary

anarchist,  by  Rodbertus,  the  ‘socialist’  with  monarchist,  Prussian  and  nationalist

leanings, the man who believed in communism five hundred years from now, but for

the present  supported a  steady exploitation rate  of  200 per cent.  However,  we are

interested in another aspect of Rodbertus’ analysis. The same Professor Diehl continues

his eulogy as follows: ‘Rodbertus was not only a pioneer of socialism; political economy

as  a  whole  owes  much  stimulation  and  furtherance  to  him;  economic  theory  in

particular is indebted to him for the critique of classical economics, for the new theory
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of  the  distribution of  income,  for  the  distinction between the  logical  and historical

categories of capital, and so on.’

Here we shall deal with these latter achievements of Rodbertus, especially with the

‘and so on’.

Rodbertus’  decisive  treatise,  Towards  the  Understanding  of  Our  Politico-

Economic  Conditions(3)  of  1842,  set  the  ball  rolling.  v.  Kirchmann  replied  in

Demokratische  Blätter  with  two  essays  –  On  the  Social  Aspects  of  Ground

Rent(4) and The Society of Barter(5) – and Rodbertus parried in 1850 with his Letters

on Social Problems.(6) Thus the discussion entered the same theoretical arena where

Malthus-Sismondi and Say-Ricardo-MacCulloch had fought out their differences thirty

years earlier. In his earliest writings, Rodbertus had already expressed the thought that

the wages of labour present an ever diminishing part of the national product in modern

society where the productivity of labour is increasing. He claimed this to be an original

idea,  and  from  that  moment  until  his  death  thirty  years  later  he  did  nothing  but

reiterate it and formulate it in various ways. This ‘declining wage rate’ is for him the

root of all evils to be found in modern society, in particular of pauperism and the crises,

whose combination he calls ‘the social problem of our times’.

v. Kirchmann does not agree with this explanation. He traces pauperism back to the

effects of a rising ground rent; crises, on the other hand, to a lack of markets. About the

latter  especially  he says:  ‘The greatest part  of  social  ills  is  caused not by defects of

production but by a lack of markets for the products ... the more a country can produce,

the more means it has for satisfying every need, the more it is exposed to the danger of

misery and want.’  – The labour-problem is here included as well,  for ‘the notorious

right to work ultimately reduces to the question of markets’. ‘We see’, he concludes,

‘that the social problem is almost identical with the problem of markets. Even the ills of

much-abused competition will vanish, once markets are secure; its advantages alone

will remain. There will remain a spirit of rivalry to supply good and cheap commodities,

but  the  life-and-death  struggle  will  disappear  which  is  caused  only  by  insufficient

markets.’(7)

The difference between the points of view of Rodbertus and v. Kirchmann is evident.

Rodbertus sees the root of the evil in a faulty distribution of the national product, and v.

Kirchmann in the limitations of the markets for capitalist production. Notwithstanding

all  the  confusion  in  his  expositions,  especially  in  his  idealist  vision  of  a  capitalist

competition content with a laudable rivalry for better and cheaper commodities, and

also  in  his  conception  of  the  ‘notorious  right  to  work’  as  a  problem of  markets,  v.

Kirchmann up to a point still shows more understanding for the sore spot of capitalist

production, i.e. the limitations of its market, than Rodbertus who clings to distribution.
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Thus it is v. Kirchmann who now takes up the problem which Sismondi had originally

put on the agenda. Nevertheless, he by no means agrees with Sismondi’s elucidation

and solution of the problem, siding rather with the opponents of the latter. Not only

does he accept Ricardo’s theory of ground rent, and Adam Smith’s dogma that ‘the price

of the commodity is composed of two parts only, of the interests on capital and the

wages of labour’. (v. Kirchmann transforms the surplus value into ‘interest on capital’);

he also subscribes to the thesis of Say and Ricardo that products are only bought with

other products and that production creates its own demand, so that if one side appears

to have produced too much, it only means there was not enough production on the

other v. Kirchmann, we see, faithfully follows the classics, if in a somewhat ‘German

edition’.  He  begins  by  arguing,  e.g.,  that  Say’s  law  of  a  natural  balance  between

production and demand ‘still  does not give a comprehensive picture of  reality’,  and

adds:

‘Commerce  involves  yet  further  hidden  laws  which  prevent  this  postulated  order  from

obtaining in complete purity. They must be discovered if we are to explain the present

flooding of the market, and their discovery might perhaps also show us the way to avoid

this great evil. We believe that there are three relations in the modern system, of society

which cause these conflicts between Say’s indubitable law and reality.’

These relations are (1) ‘too inequitable a distribution of the products’ – here, as we see,

v. Kirchmann somewhat approximates to Sismondi’s point of view; (2) the difficulties

which nature puts in the way of human labour engaged in production; and (3) finally,

the  defects  of  commerce  as  a  mediator  between  production  and  consumption.

Disregarding the last two obstacles to Say’s law, we shall now consider v. Kirchmann’s

reasoning of his first point.

‘The first relation’, he explains, ‘can be put more briefly as too low a wage of labour, which

is thus the cause of a slump. Those who know that the price of commodities is composed of

two parts only, of the interest on capital and the wage of labour, might consider this a

startling statement; if the wage of labour is low, prices are low as well, and if one is high, so

is the other.’

(We see v. Kirchmann accepts Smith’s dogma even in its most misleading form: the

price is not resolved into wage of labour and surplus value, but is composed of them as

a mere sum – a view in which Adam Smith strayed furthest from his own theory of the

value of labour.)

‘Wage and price thus are directly related, they balance each other. England only abolished

her corn laws, her tariffs on meat and other victuals, in order to cause wages to fall and

thus to enable her manufacturers to oust all other competitors from the world markets by

means of still cheaper commodities. This, however, only holds good up to a point and does

not  affect  the  ratio  in  which  the  product  is  distributed  among  the  workers  and  the

capitalists.  Too  inequitable  a  distribution  among  these  two  is  the  primary  and  most
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important cause why Say’s law is  not fulfilled in real  life, why the markets are flooded

although there is production in all branches.’

v. Kirchmann gives a detailed illustration of this statement. Using the classical method,

he takes us, of course, to an imaginary isolated society which makes an unresisting, if

thankless, object for the experiments of political economy. v. Kirchmann suggests we

should imagine a place (Ort) which comprises 903 inhabitants, no more, no less, viz.

three entrepreneurs with 300 workers each. Ort is to be able to satisfy all needs by its

own production – in three establishments, that is to say, one for clothing, a second for

food, lighting, fuel and raw materials, and a third for housing, furniture and tools. In

each of these three departments, the ‘capital together with the raw materials’ is to be

provided by the entrepreneur, and the remuneration of the workers is to be so arranged

that the workers obtain as their wage one half of the annual produce, the entrepreneurs

retaining the  other  half  ‘as  interest  on  capital  and  profits  of  the  enterprise’.  Every

business is to produce just enough to satisfy all the needs of the 903 inhabitants. Ort

accordingly has ‘all the conditions necessary for general well-being’, and, everybody can

therefore tackle his work with courage and vigour. After a few days, however, joy and

delight turn into a universal misery and gnashing of teeth: something has happened on

v. Kirchmann’s Island of the Blessed which was no more to be expected than for the

skies to fall: an industrial and commercial crisis according to all modern specifications

has broken out! Only the most essential clothing, food and hoping for the 900 workers

has been produced, yet, the warehouses of the three entrepreneurs are full of clothes

and raw materials, and their houses stand empty: they complain of a lack of demand,

while the workers in turn complain that their wants are not fully satisfied. What has

gone wrong? Could it be that there is too much of one kind of produce and too little of

another,  as  Say  and  Ricardo  would  have  it?  Not  at  all,  answers  v.  Kirchmann.

Everything is available in Ort in well-balanced quantities, just enough to satisfy all the

wants of the community. What, then, has thrown a spanner into the works, why the

crisis? The obstruction is caused by distribution alone – but this must be savoured in v.

Kirchmann’s own words

‘The obstacle, why nevertheless no smooth exchange takes place, lies solely and exclusively

in the distribution of these products. They are not distributed equitably among all, but the

entrepreneurs retain half of them for themselves as interest and profit, and only give half

to the workers. It is clear that the worker in the clothing department can exchange, against

half of his product, only half of the food, lodging, etc., that has been produced, and it is

clear that the entrepreneur, cannot get rid of the other half since no worker has any more

products to give in exchange. The entrepreneurs do not know what to do with their stocks,

the workers do not know what to do for hunger and nakedness.”

Nor does the reader, we might add, know what to do with v. Kirchmann’s constructions.

His model is so childish that every advance leads deeper into the maze.
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First  of  all,  there  seems to  be  no reason whatever why,  and to  what  purpose,  v.

Kirchmann should devise this splitting-up of production into three parts. If analogous

examples  by  Ricardo  and  MacCulloch  usually  confront  tenant  farmers  and

manufacturers,  that  is  presumably  only  inspired  by  the  antiquated  Physiocrat

conception of social reproduction which Ricardo had adopted, although his own theory

of value as against the Physiocrats deprived it of all meaning, and although Adam Smith

had already made a good start in considering the real material foundations of the social

reproductive process. Still, we have seen that the tradition of distinguishing between

agriculture and industry as the foundation of reproduction was kept up in economic

theory  until  Marx  introduced  his  epoch  making  distinction  of  the  two  productive

departments  in  society  for  producer  and  consumer  goods.  v.  Kirchmann’s  three

departments,  however,  have  no  real  significance  at  all.  Obviously,  no  material

consideration of reproduction can have been responsible for this supremely arbitrary

division  which  jumbles  up  tools  and furniture,  raw materials  and  food,  but  makes

clothing a department in its own right. One might as well postulate one department for

food,  clothing and housing,  another for  medicines and a third for tooth brushes. v.

Kirchmann’s primary concern, no doubt, is with the social division of labour; hence the

assumption of as nearly equal quantities of products as possible in the transactions of

exchange. Yet this exchange, on which the argument turns, plays no part at all  in v.

Kirchmann’s example since it is not the value which is distributed but the quantities of

products,  the  bulk  of  use-values  as  such.  In  this  intriguing  Ort  of  v.  Kirchmann’s

imagining,  again,  the  products  are  distributed  first,  and only  afterwards,  when the

distribution is accomplished, is there to be universal exchange, whereas on the solid

ground of capitalist production it is, as we know, the exchange which inaugurates the

distribution of the product and serves as its agent. Besides, the queerest things happen

in v. Kirchmann’s distributive system: ‘As we all know’, the prices of the products, i.e.

the  price  of  the  aggregate  product  of  society,  consist  of  v  + s,  of  wage  and capital

interest alone so that the aggregate product must be distributed entirely among workers

and entrepreneurs; but then unhappily v. Kirchmann dimly remembers the fact that

production needs  things  like  raw materials  and tools.  So  Ort  is  provided  with  raw

materials furtively introduced among the food, and with tools among the furniture. But

now the question arises: who is to get these indigestible items in the course of general

distribution? the workers  as  wages,  or  the  capitalists  as  profits  of  enterprise? They

could hardly expect a warm welcome from either. And on such feeble premises the star

turn  of  the  performance  is  to  take  place:  the  exchange  between  workers  and

entrepreneurs. The fundamental transaction of exchange in capitalist production, the

exchange between workers and capitalists,  is transformed by v.  Kirchmann from an

exchange between living labour and capital into an exchange of products. Not the first

act, that of exchanging labour power for variable capital, but the second, the realisation

of  the  wage  received  from  the  variable  capital  is  put  at  the  centre  of  the  whole,
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machinery, the entire commodity exchange of capitalist society being in turn, reduced

to this  realisation of  the labour-wage. And the crowning glory is  that this  exchange

between workers  and entrepreneurs,  the king-pin of  all  economic life  dissolves into

nothing on a closer scrutiny – it does not take place at all. For as soon as all workers

have received their natural wages in the form of half their product, an exchange will be

possible only among the workers themselves; every worker will only keep one-third of

his wage consisting exclusively of either clothing, food or furniture, as the case may be,

and  realise  the  remainder  to  equal  parts  in  the  two  other  product  groups.  The

entrepreneurs no longer come into this at all; the three of them are left high and dry

with their surplus value: half the clothing, furniture and food that has been produced by

the society;  and they have no idea what to do with the stuff.  In this  calamity  of  v.

Kirchmann’s creation, even the most generous distribution of the product would he of

no used. On the contrary, if larger quantities of the social product were allotted to the

workers, they would have even less to do with the entrepreneurs in this transaction: all

that  would  happen  is  that  the  exchange  of  the  workers  among  themselves  would

increase in volume. The surplus product which the entrepreneurs have on their hands

would then contract, it is true, though not indeed because the exchange of the surplus

product  would be  facilitated,  but  merely  because there  would be less  surplus  value

altogether.  Now as  before,  an exchange of  the  social  product  between workers  and

entrepreneurs is out of  the question. One must confess that the puerile and absurd

economics here crammed into comparatively little  space exceed the bounds even of

what might be put up with from a Prussian Public Prosecutor – such having been v.

Kirchmann’s profession, though he must be credited with having incurred disciplinary

censure  on  two  occasions.  Nevertheless,  after  these  unpromising  preliminaries,  v.

Kirchmann goes right to the root of the matter. He admits that his assuming the surplus

product in a concrete use-form is the reason why the surplus value cannot be usefully

employed. As a remedy he now allows the entrepreneurs to devote half of the social

labour appropriated as surplus value to the production not of common goods but of

luxuries. The ‘essence of luxury-goods being that they enable the consumer to use up

more  capital  and  labour  power  than  in  the  case  of  ordinary  goods’,  the  three

entrepreneurs  manage  to  consume  by  themselves  in  the  form of  laces,  fashionable

carriages and the like, their entire half-share in all the labour performed by the society.

Now nothing unsaleable is left,  and the crisis is happily avoided; over-production is

made impossible once and for all, capitalists and workers alike are safe; the name of v.

Kirchmann’s magic cure which has brought all  these benefits to pass and which re-

establishes the balance between production and consumption, being: luxury. In other

words, the capitalists who do not know what to do with their surplus value which they

cannot realise, are advised by the dear fellow – to eat it up. As it happens, luxury is in

fact an old familiar invention of capitalist society, and still there are recurrent crises.

Why is  this? v.  Kirchmann enlightens  us:  ‘The answer  can only  be  that  in  real  life
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sluggish markets are entirely due to the fact that there are still not enough luxuries, or,

in other words, that the capitalists, i.e. those who can afford to consume, still consume

too little.’

This misguided abstinence of the capitalists, however, results from a bad habit which

political economists have been ill advised to encourage: the desire to save for purposes

of ‘productive consumption’. In other words: crises are caused by accumulation. This is

v. Kirchmann’s principal thesis.  He proves it again by means of a touchingly simple

example:

‘Let us assume conditions which economists praise as more favourable,’ he says, ‘where the

entrepreneurs say: we do not want to spend our income to the last penny in splendour and

luxury, but will re-invest it productively. What does this mean? Nothing but the setting-up

of all sorts of productive enterprises for delivering new goods of such a kind that their sale

can yield interest (v.  Kirchmann means profits)  on a capital  saved and invested by the

three  entrepreneurs  from  their  unconsumed  revenues.  Accordingly,  the  three

entrepreneurs decide to consume only the produce of a hundred workers, that is to say to

restrict their luxury considerably, and to employ the labour power of the remaining 350

workers together with the capital they use for setting up new productive enterprises. The

question now arises in what kind of productive enterprises these funds are to be used.’

Since, according to v. Kirchmann’s assumption, constant capital is not reproduced, and

the entire social product consists entirely of consumer goods, ‘the three entrepreneurs

can only choose again between enterprises for the manufacture of ordinary goods or for

that of luxuries’.

In this way, however, the three entrepreneurs will be faced with the already familiar

dilemma: if they turn out ‘common. goods’, there will be a crisis, since the workers lack

means to purchase these additional provisions, having been bought off with half the

value of their produce. If they go in for luxuries, they will have to consume them alone.

There is no other possibility. The dilemma is not even affected by foreign trade which

would  ‘only  increase  the  range  of  commodities  on  the  home  market’  or  increase

productivity.

‘These foreign commodities are therefore either common goods – then the capitalist will

not, and the worker, lacking the means, cannot buy them, or they are luxuries, in which

case the worker, of course, is even less able to buy them, and the capitalist will not want

them either because of his efforts to save.’

This argument, however primitive, yet shows quite nicely and clearly the fundamental

conception of  v.  Kirchmann and the nightmare of  all  economic theory:  in a  society

consisting exclusively of  workers  and capitalists,  accumulation will  be impossible  v.

Kirchmann  is  therefore  frankly  hostile  to  accumulation,  ‘saving’,  ‘productive

consumption’  of  the  surplus  value,  and  strongly  attacks  these  errors  advocated  by
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classical economics. His gospel is increasing luxury together with the productivity of

labour as the specific against crises. We see that v. Kirchmann, if he grotesquely aped

Ricardo and Say in his theoretical assumptions, is a caricature of Sismondi in his final

conclusions.  Yet  it  is  imperative  to  get  v.  Kirchmann’s  approach  to  the  problem

perfectly  clear,  if  we are  to  understand the  import  of  Rodbertus’  criticism and the

outcome of the whole controversy.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) Die Forderungen der arbeitenden Klassen.

(2) Die Handelskrisen und die Hypothekennot der Grundbesitzer.

(3) Zur Erkenntnis unserer staatswirtschaftlichen Zustände.
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(5) Die Tauschgesellschaft.
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Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Second Round

The Controversy Between Rodbertus and von
Kirchmann

Chapter 16

Rodbertus digs deeper than v. Kirchmann. He looks for the roots of evil in the very

foundations of  social  organisation and declares bitter war on the predominant  Free

Trade  school  –  not  against  a  system  of  unrestricted  commodity  circulation  or  the

freedom of trade which he fully accepts, but against the Manchester doctrine of laissez-

faire within the internal social relations of economy. At that time, after the period of

storm and  stress  of  classical  economics,  a  system  of  unscrupulous  apologetics  was

already  in  full  sway  which  found  its  most  perfect  expression  in  the  ‘doctrine  of

harmony’ of M. Frédéric Bastiat, the famous vulgarian and idol of all Philistines, and

quite soon the various Schultzes were to flourish as commonplace, German imitations

of  the  French  prophet  of  harmony.  Rodbertus’  strictures  are  aimed  at  these

unscrupulous ‘peddlers of free trade’. In his first Letter on Social Problems(1)  he

exclaims:

‘Because of their paltry incomes, five-sixths of the population are not only deprived of most

of the benefits of civilisation, but are in constant danger of the most terrible outbreaks of

real distress to which they sometimes succumb. Yet they are the creators of all the wealth
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of the society. Their labours begin at dawn and end at dusk, continuing even after night has

fallen – but no exertion can change this fate; they cannot raise their income, and only lose

that little leisure which ought to remain nowadays for the improvement of their minds.

Hitherto it might have seemed as if  all  this suffering were necessary to the progress of

civilisation, but now that a series of the most wonderful discoveries and inventions have

increased human labour power more than a hundredfold, new prospects of changing these

grim conditions  are  suddenly  revealed.  As  a  result,  the  wealth  and  assets  of  a  nation

increase  at  a  growing  rate  as  compared  with  the  population.  Could  anything be  more

natural,  I  ask,  or  more justly  demanded,  than that  this  increase  should also  somehow

benefit the creators of this old and new wealth? that their incomes should be raised or their

working-hours shortened, or that they might join in increasing numbers the ranks of the

lucky ones, privileged to reap the fruits of labour? Yet state economy, or better, national

economy has only achieved the opposite result. Increasing poverty of these classes goes

together with increasing wealth of the nation, there is even need of special legislation, lest

the working day become longer, and finally, the working classes swell in number out of

proportion with the others. Even that is not enough! The hundredfold increase of labour

efficiency  which  was  powerless  to  relieve  five  sixths  of  the  population,  even threatens

periodically the remaining sixth of the nation and thus society as a whole.’

‘What contradictions in the economic sphere in particular! And what contradictions in

the  social  sphere  in  general!  The  wealth  of  society  is  growing,  and  this  growth  is

accompanied by a growth of poverty. – The creative efficiency of the means of production

is increasing, and the consequence is that they are scrapped. Social conditions demand

that  the  material  position of  the  working classes  should be  raised to  the level  of  their

political status, and economic conditions, by way of answer, depress them further. Society

needs the unrestricted growth of wealth, and contemporary leaders of production must

create  restrictions,  in  order  to  discourage  poverty.  In  a  single  respect  alone  is  there

harmony: just as wrong as the conditions is the authoritative section of the society with its

inclination  to  look  for  the  root  of  the  evil  everywhere  except  in  the  right  place.  This

egotism,  which  only  too  often  dons  the  scholar’s  gown,  also  accuses  the  vices  of  the

workers of being the cause of poverty. The responsibility for the crimes committed against

them by all-powerful facts is ascribed to their alleged discontent and shiftlessness,  and

where even such egotism cannot close its eyes to their innocence, it makes an elaborate

dogma of the “necessity of poverty”. Unremittingly, it exhorts the workers only to work and

to pray, impresses upon them the duty of abstinence and economy, and at best infringes

upon their  rights  by  the  institution of  compulsory  saving,  adding to  the  misery  of  the

workers. It does not see that a blind force of commerce has transformed the prayer for

work into the curse of enforced unemployment, that ... abstinence is impossible or cruel,

and that, lastly, morals always remain ineffective if commended by those of whom the poet

says that they drink wine in secret but preach water in public.’(2)

Thirty years after Sismondi and Owen, twenty years after the indictment made by the

English socialists, the followers of Ricardo, and last but not least, after the publication

of the Communist Manifesto,  such bold words alone cannot claim to break new

ground. What matters above all now is the theoretical foundation of this indictment.

Rodbertus here proposed a complete system which can be reduced to the following

simple statements.
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Owing to the laws of an economy left to its own devices,  the high level  of labour

productivity achieved by history, together with the institutions of positive law, that is to

say the right of private ownership, a whole series of wrong and unethical phenomena

had emerged:

(1) In the place of ‘normal’, ‘constituted’ value we have exchange value, and accordingly

coined money instead of a proper ‘paper’ or ‘labour’ currency which would genuinely

correspond to the concept of money. The first principle is that all economic goods are

products of labour, or, as we might put it, that labour alone is creative. This statement,

however, does not imply that the value of the product must always equal the cost of

labour, or that, in other words, value is even now measured in terms of labour. The

truth is rather ‘that this still  has not become a fact,  but is only an idea  of  political

economy’.(3)

‘If the value could be constituted in accordance with the labour expended on the product,

we might imagine a kind of money which would be, as it were, a leaf torn from the public

account-book, a receipt written on the most rubbishy material, on rags, which everyone

would receive, for the value he has produced, and which he would realise as a voucher for

an equivalent part of the national product subsequently under distribution ... If, however,

for some reason or another, it is impossible or not yet possible  to establish this value,

money  as  such  must  still  retain  the  value  it  is  designed  to  liquidate;  made  of  an

intrinsically valuable commodity like gold or silver, it has to represent a pledge or pawn of

the same value.’(4) ‘As soon as capitalist commodity production has come into existence,

everything is turned upside down: there can no longer be a constituted value, since it can

only be exchange value’,(5) and, ‘since the value cannot be constituted, money cannot be

purely money, it cannot fully conform to its concept’.(6)

In an equitable exchange, the exchange value of the products would have to equal the

quantity  of  labour needed for producing them,  and an exchange of  products would

always mean an exchange of equal quantities of labour. Even assuming, however, that

everybody produced just those use-values which another person requires, yet, ‘since we

are here concerned with human discernment and human volition, there must always be

for  a  start  a  correct  calculation,  adjustment  and allocation  of  the  labour  quantities

contained in the products for exchange, there must be a law to which the facts will

conform’.(7)

It is well-known that Rodbertus, in his discovery of constituted value, laid great stress

on his priority to Proudhon which we shall gladly concede him. Marx, in his Poverty

of Philosophy, and Engels in his preface to it, have comprehensively shown that this

‘concept’  is  a  mere  phantom,  still  used  in  theory  but  in  practice  buried  already  in

England well before Rodbertus’ time, that it is but a Utopian distortion of Ricardo’s

doctrine of value. We therefore need not deal further with this ‘music of the future,

performed on a toy trumpet’.
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(2) The ‘economy of exchange’ resulted in the ‘degradation’ of labour to a commodity,

the labour wage being determined as an item of expenditure (Kostenwert der Arbeit)

instead of representing a fixed rate of the national product. By a daring jump in history,

Rodbertus derives his wages law indirectly from slavery and regards the specific traits

which a capitalist production of commodities imposes on exploitation as no more than

a lying deception against which he fulminates from a moral point of view.

‘So  long  as  the  producers  themselves  remained  the  property  of  those  who  were  not

producing, so long as slavery was in existence, it was the advantage of the “masters” alone

which  unilaterally  determined  the  volume  of  this  share  (of  the  workers).  With  the

producers attaining full liberty of person, if nothing more as yet, both parties agree on the

wage in advance. The wage, in modern terminology, is the object of a “free contract”, that

is to say, an object of competition. Labour is therefore as a matter of course subjected to

the same laws of exchange as its products: labour itself acquires exchange value; the size of

the wage depends on the effects of supply and demand.’

Rodbertus, after having thus tuned everything upside down, after deriving the exchange

value of labour from competition, now immediately derives its value from its exchange

value.

‘Under the laws of exchange value, labour, like produced goods, comes to have a kind of

“cost value” which exercises some magnetic effects upon its exchange value, the amount of

the  labour  wage.  It  is  that  particular  amount  of  payment  which  is  necessary  for  the

“maintenance” of labour, in other words, which enables labour to continue, if only in the

persons of its progeny-it is the so-called “minimum of subsistence”.’

For Rodbertus, however, this is not a statement of objective economic laws, but merely

an object for moral indignation. He calls the thesis of the classical school, that labour is

worth  no  more  than  the  wages  it  can  command,  a  ‘cynical’  statement,  and  he  is

determined  to  expose  the  ‘string  of  lies’  leading  to  this  ‘crude  and  unethical’

conclusion.(8)

‘It was a degrading view to estimate the wages of labour in accordance with the “necessary

subsistence”,  like  so  many  machines  to  be  kept  in  repair.  Now  that  labour,  the

fountainhead of all commodities, has itself become a commodity of exchange, it is no less

degrading to speak of its “natural price”, of its “costs”, just as we speak of the natural price

and costs of its product, and to include this natural price, these costs, in the amount of

goods that is necessary to call forth a continues flow of labour on the market.’

This  commodity  character  of  labour  power,  however,  and  the  corresponding

determination of its value, are nothing but a malicious misrepresentation of the Free

Trade  school.  Like  the  good  Prussian  he  was,  Rodbertus  put  capitalist  commodity

production as a whole in the dock, as offending against the obtaining constitutional law,

instead of pointing out its inherent contradiction, the conflict between determining the

value of labour and determining the value created by labour, as the English disciples of
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Ricardo had done.

‘Stupid beyond words’,  he exclaims, ‘is the dualist conception of  those economists who

would have the workers, as far as their legal status is concerned, join in deciding the fate of

society, and would for all that, have these same workers from an economic point of view,

always treated as mere commodities!’(9)

Now it only remains to find out why the workers put up with such stupid and blatant

injustice – an objection which Hermann for instance raised against Ricardo’s theory of

value. Rodbertus is ready with this answer:

‘What  were  the  workers  to  do  after  their  emancipation  other  than  to  agree  to  these

regulations? Imagine their position: when the workers were freed, they were naked or in

rags,  they  had  nothing  but  their  labour  power.  The  abolition  of  slavery  or  serfdom,

moreover, rescinded the master’s legal or moral obligation to feed them and care for their

needs. Yet these needs remained, they still had to live. How, then, could their labour power

provide them with a living? Were they simply to grab some of the capital existing in the

society for their maintenance? The capital  of society was already in the hands of other

people, and the organs of the “law” would not have tolerated such a step. What, then, could

the workers have done? Only these alternatives were before them: either to overthrow the

law of society or to return, under roughly the same conditions as before, to their former

masters, the owners of the land and of capital, and to receive as wages what was formerly

doled out to them to keep them fed.’(10)

It was fortunate for mankind and the Prussian state that the workers were ‘wise’ enough

not to overthrow civilisation and preferred to submit to the ‘base demands’  of  their

‘former masters’. This, then, is the origin of the capitalist wage system, of the wages law

as ‘a kind of slavery’ resulting from an abuse of power on the part of the capitalists, and

from the precarious position and the meek acquiescence on the part of the proletariat –

if  we  are  to  believe  the  highly  original  explanations  of  that  very  Rodbertus  whose

theories  Marx is  reputed to have ‘plagiarised’.  Let Rodbertus claim ‘priority’  in this

particular theory of value without challenge, seeing that English socialists and other

social critics had already given far less crude and primitive analyses of the wage-system.

The singular point about it all is that Rodbertus’ display of moral indignation about the

origin and the economic laws of the wages system does not lead up to the demand for

doing away with this abominable injustice, the ‘dualism stupid beyond words’. Far from

it! He frequently reassures his fellow-men that he does not really mean anything very

serious by roaring – he is  no lion fell,  only one Snug the joiner.  Indeed, an ethical

theory of the wages law is necessary only to achieve a further conclusion:

(3)  Since  the  ‘laws  of  exchange  value’  determine  the  wage,  an  advance  in  labour

productivity must bring about an ever declining share in the product for the workers.

Here we have arrived at the Archimedean fulcrum of Rodbertus’ system. This ‘declining

wage rate’ is his most important ‘original’ discovery on which he harps from his first
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writings on social problems (probably in 1839) until his death, and which he ‘claims’ as

his  very  own.  This  conception,  for  all  that,  was  but  a  simple  corollary  of  Ricardo’s

theory of value and is contained implicit in the wages fund theory which dominated

bourgeois economics up to the publication of Marx’s Capital. Rodbertus nevertheless

believed that this ‘discovery’ made him a kind of Galileo in economics, and he refers to

his declining wage rate as explaining every evil and contradiction in capitalist economy.

Above  all,  he  derives  from  the  declining  wage  rate  the  phenomenon of  pauperism

which, together with the crises, in his opinion constitutes the social question. It would

be as well to draw the attention of contemporaries, ‘out for Marx’s blood’, to the fact

that it was not Marx but Rodbertus, a man much nearer their own heart, who set up a

whole theory of progressive poverty in a very crude form, and that he, unlike Marx,

made it the very pivot, not just a symptom, of the entire social problem. Compare for

instance his argument in his first Letter on Social Problems to v. Kirchmann on the

absolute impoverishment of the working class. The ‘declining wage rate’ must serve in

addition  to  explain  the  other  fundamental  phenomena of  the  social  problem – the

crises. In this connection Rodbertus tackles the problem of balancing consumption with

production,  touching upon the whole  lot  of  cognate  controversial  issues  which had

already been fought out between the schools of Sismondi and Ricardo.

Rodbertus’ knowledge of crises was of course based upon far more material evidence

than that of Sismondi.  In his first Letter on Social Problems  he already gives  a

detailed description of the four crises in 1818–19, 1825, 1837–9 and 1847. Since his

observations covered a much longer period, Rodbertus could by and large gain a much

deeper insight into the essential character of crises than his predecessors. As early as

1850 he formulated the periodical character of the crises which recur at ever shorter

intervals and at the same time with ever increasing severity:

‘Time after time, these crises have become more terrible in proportion with the increase in

wealth, engulfing an ever greater number of victims. The crisis of 1818–19, although even

this  caused  panic  in  commerce  and  inspired  misgivings  in  economics,  was  of  small

importance compared to that of 1825–6. The first crisis had made such inroads on the

capital  assets  of  England that  the  most  famous economists  doubted whether  complete

recovery could ever be made. Yet it  was eclipsed by the crisis  of  1836–7. The crises of

1839–40 and 1846–7 wrought even greater havoc than previous ones.’  – ‘According to

recent experiences, however, the crises recur at ever shorter intervals. There was a lapse of

18 years between the first and the third crisis,  of 14 years between the second and the

fourth,  and  of  only  12  years  between  the  third  and  the  fifth.  Already  the  signs  are

multiplying that a new disaster is imminent, though no doubt the events of 1848 put off

the catastrophe.’(11)

Rodbertus remarks that an extraordinary boom in production and great progress in

industrial technique always are the heralds of a crisis. ‘Every one of them [of the crises]
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followed upon a period of outstanding industrial prosperity.’(12)

From the crises in history he demonstrates that ‘they occur only after a considerable

increase of productivity’.(13) Rodbertus opposes what he terms the vulgar view which

conceives of  crises as mere disturbances in the monetary and credit system, and he

criticizes the whole of Peel’s currency legislation as an error of judgment, arguing the

point in detail in his essay On Commercial Crises and the Mortgage Problem. There

he makes the following comment among others: ‘We would therefore deceive ourselves

if we were to regard commercial crises merely as crises of the monetary, banking, or

credit system. This is only their outer semblance when they first emerge.’(14)

Rodbertus also shows a remarkably acute grasp of the part played by foreign trade in

the  problem of  crises.  Just  like  Sismondi,  he  states  the  necessity  of  expansion  for

capitalist  production,  but  he  simultaneously  emphasises  the fact  that  the  periodical

crises are bound to grow in volume.

‘Foreign trade’, he says, ‘is related to slumps only as charity is related to poverty. They

ultimately only enhance one another.’(15)

And further:

‘The only possible means of warding off further outbreaks of crises is the application of the

two-edged knife of expanding foreign markets. The violent urge towards such expansion is

largely no more but a morbid irritation caused by a sickly organ. Since one factor on the

home market,  productivity,  is  ever  increasing,  and the other  factor,  purchasing power,

remains  constant  for  the  overwhelming  majority  of  the  population,  commerce  must

endeavour to conjure up a similarly unlimited amount of purchasing power on the foreign

market.’(16)

In this way, the irritation may be soothed to some extent so that at least there will not

be a new outbreak of the calamity right away. Every foreign market opened defers the

social problem in a like manner. Colonisation of primitive countries would have similar

effects: Europe rears a market for herself in places where none had been before. Yet

such a medicine would essentially do no more than appease the ill. As soon as the new

markets are supplied, the problem will revert to its former state – a conflict between the

two factors: limited purchasing power versus unlimited productivity. The new attack

would be warded off the small market only to re-appear, in even wider dimensions and

with even more violent incidents, on a larger one. And since the earth is finite and the

acquisition of new markets must some time cone to an end, the time will come when

the question can no longer be simply adjourned. Sooner or later, a definite solution will

have to be found.’(17)

Rodbertus also recognises the anarchical character of capitalist private enterprise to
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be conducive to crises, but only as one factor among many, seeing it as the source of a

particular type of crises, not as the real cause of crises in general. About the crises at v.

Kirchmann’s Ort, e.g., he says:

‘I maintain that a slump of this kind does not occur in real life. The market of to-day is

large,  there  are  countless  wants  and  many  branches  of  production,  productivity  is

considerable  and  the  data  of  commerce  are  obscure  and  misleading.  The  individual

entrepreneur does not know how much others are producing, and so it may easily happen

that  he  over-estimates  the  demand  for  a  certain  commodity  with  which  he  will  then

overstock the market.’

Rodbertus says outright that the only remedy for these crises is the ‘complete reversal’

of contemporary property-relations or a planned economy, concentrating all means of

production ‘in the hands of a single social authority’.  To set troubled minds at rest,

however, he is quick to add that he reserves judgment as to whether there can actually

be such a state of affairs – ‘yet this would be the only possible way to prevent slumps of

this kind’. Thus he expressly regards anarchy in the modern mode of production as

responsible for only a specific and partial manifestation of crises.

Rodbertus scornfully rejects Say-Ricardo’s axiom of a natural equilibrium between

consumption and productions just like Sismondi, he emphasises that everything turns

on  the  purchasing  power  of  society,  and  also  takes  it  to  be  dependent  upon  the

distribution of income. All the same, he does not endorse Sismondi’s theory of crises

and disagrees sharply with the conclusions drawn from it. If Sismondi saw the source of

all evil in the unlimited expansion of production without regard to the limitations of

incomes, and advocated a restriction of production, Rodbertus, quite on the contrary,

champions the most powerful and unrestricted expansion of production, of wealth and

of the productive forces,  believing this to be a social  necessity.  ‘Whoever rejects the

wealth of society, rejects at the same time its power, its progress, and, with its progress,

its virtues. Whoever stands in the way of growing wealth, stands in the way of all social

progress whatever. Every increase in knowledge; resolve and capacity is conceived as

bound up with an increase in wealth.(18) From this point of view, Rodbertus is strongly

in favour of issuing houses which he regards as the indispensable foundations for a

rapid and unrestricted expansion of company promoting. Both his essay of 1859 on the

mortgage  problem  and  the  treatise  on  the  Financial  Crisis  in  Prussia(19)  are

devoted to this plea. He even polemises outright against the Sismondian type of caveat,

as usual broaching the matter first from his peculiar Utopian ethics.

‘The entrepreneurs’,  he  holds  forth,  ‘Care  essentially  civil  servants  of  economy.  By  the

institution of  property,  they  are  once and for  all  entrusted with the nation’s  means of

production. If they set them to work and strain all their energies in the process, they do but

their duty, since capital – let me repeat – exists entirely for the sake of production.’
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And a further, factual argument:

‘Or would you have them (the entrepreneurs) turn acute attacks of suffering into a chronic

state by working persistently and from the first with fewer forces than are given by the

means of production; are they to pay for a less severe form of the evil with its permanent

duration? Even if we were silly enough to give them this advice, they would not be able to

follow it. How could the entrepreneurs of the world recognise the limits beyond which the

market would cease to be healthy? They engage in production without knowing the one of

the  other,  they  are  producing  in  the  most  distant  corners  of  the  earth  for  a  market

hundreds of miles away, they produce with such vast forces that a month’s production may

already overstep the  limit.  How could  production  –  so  divided and yet  so  powerful  –

conceivably  estimate  in  good  time  what  will  be  enough?  Where  for  instance,  are  the

organisations, the up-to date statistical bureaux and the like to help them in this task?

What is worse, the price alone, its rise and fall, indicates the position of the market, and

this is not like a barometer which predicts the temperature of the market, but more like a

thermometer which only registers it. If the price falls, the limit has been passed already,

and the evil is with us.’(20)

These thrusts, obviously aimed at Sismondi, exhibit quite fundamental differences

between the two opponents. If Engels then says in his Anti-Dühring  that Sismondi

first  explained the crises  as  resulting  from under-consumption,  and that  Rodbertus

borrowed  this  view  from  him,  he  is  not  strictly  accurate.  All  that  Rodbertus  and

Sismondi  have  in  common  is  their  opposition  against  the  classical  school  and  the

general explanation of crises as the result of the distribution of incomes. Even in this

connection Rodbertus mounts his own particular hobby horse: over-production is not

caused by the low level of working class incomes, nor yet, as Sismondi maintains, by the

capitalists’ limited capacity for consumption, but solely by the fact that with a growing

productivity  of  labour,  the  workers’  income,  in  terms  of  value,  represents  an  ever

smaller share of the product. Rodbertus takes pains to convince the opposition that it is

not the small volume of the workers’ share which causes the crises.

‘Just imagine’, he goes on to lecture v. Kirchmann, ‘these shares to be so small as to ensure

only a bare subsistence for those who are entitled to them. As long as you establish them as

representing  a  proportion of  the  national  product,  you will  have a constant  ‘vessel  for

value’ which can absorb ever increasing contents, and an ever increasing prosperity of the

working  classes  as  well  ...  And  now  imagine  on  the  contrary  as  large  a  share  for  the

working classes as you please, and let it become an ever smaller fraction of the national

product that grows with, increasing productivity. Then, provided it is not reduced to the

present pittance, this share will still protect the workers from undue privations since the

amount of products it represents will fill be considerably greater than it is to-day. Once this

share  begins  to  decline,  however,  there  will  be  spreading discontent,  culminating  in  a

commercial crisis for which the capitalists are not to blame inasmuch as they did no more

than their duty in laying down the volume of production according to the given magnitude

of these shares.’
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That  is  why  the  ‘declining  wage  rate’  is  the  real  cause  of  crises.  It  can  only  be

counteracted by legal measures to ensure that the workers’ share represents a stable

and  unchanging  rate  of  the  national  product.  This  grotesque  notion  takes  some

understanding if we are to do justice to its economic implications.
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(16) In On Commercial Crises and the Mortgage Problem of the Landowners quoted
above (op. cit., vol.iii, p.186).

(17) Op. cit., vol.iv, p.233. It is interesting to note in this connection how Rodbertus appears in
practice as an extremely sober and realistically minded prophet of capitalist colonial policy, in
the manner of the present day ‘Pan-Germans’, his moral ranting about the unhappy fate of the
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working classes notwithstanding. In a footnote to the above quotation, he writes: ‘We can go on
to glance briefly at the importance of the opening up of Asia, in particular of China and Japan,
the richest markets in the world, and also of the maintenance of English rule in India. It is to
defer the solution of the social problem.’ (The eloquent avenger of the exploited ingenuously
discloses the means by which the profiteering exploiters can continue ‘their stupid and criminal
error’, their ‘flagrant injustice’ for as long as possible.) ‘For the solution of this problem, the
present lacks in unselfishness and moral resolution no less than in intelligence.’ (Rodbertus’
philosophical resignation is unparalleled!) ‘Economic advantage cannot, admittedly, constitute
a legal  title to  intervention by force,  but  on the other hand,  a strict  application of  modern
natural and international law to all the nations of the world, whatever their state of civilisation,
is quite impracticable.’ (A comparison with Dorine’s words in Molière’s Tartuffe is irresistible:
‘Le ciel defend, de vraie, certains contentements, mais il y a avec lui des accommodements.’) –
‘Our international law has grown from a civilisation of Christian ethics,  and since all law is
based upon reciprocity, it can only provide the standard for relations between nations of the
same civilisation. If it is applied beyond these limits, it is sentiment rather than natural and
international law and the Indian atrocities should have cured us of it. Christian Europe should
rather partake of the spirit which made the Greeks and the Romans regard all the other peoples
of  the world as barbarians.  The younger European nations might then regain the drive for
making world history which impelled the Ancients to spread their native civilisation over the
countries  of  the  globe.  They  would  reconquer  Asia  for  world  history  by  joint  action.  Such
common  purpose  and  action  would  in  turn  stimulate  the  greatest  social  progress,  a  firm
foundation of peace in Europe, a reduction of armies,  a colonisation of  Asia in the ancient
Roman style – in other words, a genuine solidarity of interests in all walks of social life.’ The
vision of capitalist colonial expansion inspires the prophet of the exploited and oppressed to
almost poetical  flights,  all  the more remarkable for coming at a time when a civilisation of
Christian ethics accomplished such glorious exploits as the Opium Wars against China and the
Indian  atrocities  –  that  is  to  say,  the  atrocities  committed  by  the  British  in  their  bloody
suppression of the Indian Mutiny. – In his second Letter on Social Problems,  in  1850,
Rodbertus had expressed the conviction that if society lacks the ‘moral resolution’ necessary to
solve the social question, in other words, to change the distribution of wealth, history would be
forced  to  ‘use  the  whip  of  revolution  against  it’  (op.  cit.,  vol.ii,  p.83).  Eight  years  later,
however, the stalwart Prussian prefers to crack the whip of a colonial policy of Christian ethics
over the natives of the colonial countries. It is, of course, what one might expect of the ‘original
founder  of  scientific  socialism  in  Germany’  that  he  should  also  be  a  warm  supporter  of
militarism, and his phrase about the ‘reduction of armies’  is but poetic licence in his verbal
fireworks. In his essay On the Understanding of the Social Question  he explains that the
‘entire national tax burden is perpetually gravitating towards the bottom, sometimes in form of
higher prices for wage goods, and sometimes in form of lower money wages’. In this connection,
he considers ‘conscription under the aspect of a charge on the state’, explaining that ‘as far as
the working classes are concerned, it is nothing like a tax but rather a confiscation of their
entire income for many years’. He adds immediately: ‘To avoid misunderstanding I would point
out  that  I  am  a  staunch  supporter  of  our  present  military  constitution  (i.e.  the  military
constitution of counter-revolutionary Prussia) – although it may be oppressive to the working
classes  and demand great  financial  sacrifices  from the propertied classes’  (op.  cit.,  vol.iii,
p.34). That does not even sound like a lion’s roar!

(18) Schriften, vol.iii, p.182.

(19) Published already in 1845.

(20) Schriften, vol.iv, p.231.
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Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Third Round

Struve-Bulgakov-Tugan Baranovski v. Vorontsov-
Nikolayon

Chapter 18

THE third controversy about capitalist accumulation takes place in an historical setting

quite different from that of the two earlier ones. The time flow is the period from the

beginning of the eighties to the middle of the nineties, the scene Russia. In Western

Europe, capitalism had already attained maturity. The rose-coloured classical view of

Smith and Ricardo in a budding bourgeois economy had long since vanished ... the self-

interested  optimism  of  the  vulgarian  Manchester  doctrine  of  harmony  had  been

silenced by the devastating impact of the world collapse in the seventies, and under the

heavy blows of a violent class struggle that blazed up in all capitalist countries after the

sixties.  Even that harmony patched up with social  reformism which had its hey-day

after the early eighties, especially in Germany, soon ended in a hangover. The trial of

twelve years’ special legislation against the Social Democratic Party had brought about

bitter disillusionment, and ultimately destroyed all the veils of harmony, revealing the

cruel  capitalist  contradictions in their  naked reality.  Since then,  optimism had only

been  possible  in  the  camp  of  the  rising  working  class  and  its  theorists.  This  was

admittedly  not  optimism  about  a  natural,  or  artificially  established  equilibrium  of

capitalist  economy,  or  about  the  eternal  duration  of  capitalism,  but  rather  the

conviction that capitalism, by mightily furthering the development of the productive
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forces, and in virtue of its inherent contradictions, would provide an excellent soil for

the historical progress of society towards new economic and social forms. The negative,

depressing tendency of the first stage of capitalism, at one time realised by Sismondi

alone and still observed by Rodbertus as late as the forties and fifties, is compensated

by a tendency towards elation: the hopeful and victorious striving of the workers for

ascendancy in their trade-union movement and by political action.

Such was the setting in Western Europe. In the Russia of that time, however, the

picture was different indeed. Here, the seventies and eighties represent in every respect

a period of transition, a period of internal crises with all its agonies. Big industry only

now staged its real entry, fostered by the period of high protective tariffs. In particular,

the  introduction  of  a  tariff  on  gold  at  the  Western  frontier  in  1877  was  a  special

landmark in the absolutist government’s new policy of forcing the growth of capitalism.

‘Primitive accumulation’ of capital flourished splendidly in Russia, encouraged by all

kinds  of  state  subsidies,  guarantees,  premiums  and  government  orders.  It  earned

profits which would already seem legendary to the West.  Yet the picture of internal

conditions in contemporary Russia was anything but attractive and auspicious. On the

plains,  the  decline  and  disintegration  of  rural  economy  under  the  pressure  of

exploitation by the Exchequer,  and the monetary system caused terrible conditions,

periodical famines and peasant risings. In the towns, again, the factory proletariat had

not yet been consolidated, either socially or mentally, into a modern working class. For

the greater part,  it  was still  closely connected with agriculture, and remained semi-

rural, particularly in the large industrial parts of Moscow-Vladimir, the most important

centre of the Russian textile industry. Accordingly, primitive forms of exploitation were

countered  by  primitive  measures  of  defence.  Not  until  the  early  eighties  did  the

spontaneous factory revolts in the Moscow district with their smashing up of machines

provide the impetus for the first rudiments of factory legislation in the Czarist Empire.

If the economic aspect of Russian public life showed at every step the harsh discords

of a period of transition, there was a corresponding crisis in intellectual life. ‘Populism’,

the indigenous, brand of Russian socialism, theoretically grounded in the peculiarities

of  the  Russian agrarian constitution,  was  politically  finished with the failure  of  the

terrorist  party  of  ‘Narodnaya  Volya’,  its  extreme  revolutionary  exponent.  The  first

writings of George Plekhanov, on the other hand, which were to pave the way in Russia

for Marxist trains of thought, had only been published in 1883 and 1885, and for about

a decade they seemed to have little influence during the eighties and up to the nineties

the mental life of the Russian, and in particular of the socialist intelligentsia with theft

tendency  towards  opposition,  was  dominated  by  a  peculiar  mixture  of  ‘indigenous’

‘populist’ remnants and random elements of theoretical Marxism. The most remarkable

feature of this mixture was scepticism as to the possibility of capitalist development in
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Russia.

At an early date, the Russian intelligentsia had been preoccupied with the question

whether Russia should follow the example of Western Europe and embark on capitalist

development. At first, they noticed only the bleak aspects of capitalism in the West, its

disintegrating effects upon the traditional patriarchal forms of production and upon the

prosperity and assured livelihood for the broad masses of the population. As against

that, the Russian rural communal ownership in land, the famous obshchina, seemed to

offer  a  short-cut  to  the  blessed  land  of  socialism,  a  lead  direct  to  a  higher  social

development  of  Russia,  without  the  capitalist  phase  and  its  attendant  misery  as

experienced in  Western Europe.  Would it  be  right  to  fling  away this  fortunate  and

exceptional  position,  this  unique  historical  opportunity,  and  forcibly  transplant

capitalist production to Russia with the help of the state? Would it be right to destroy

the  system  of  rural  holdings  and  production,  and  open  the  doors  wide  to

proletarisation, to misery and insecurity of existence for the tolling masses?

The Russian intelligentsia was preoccupied with this fundamental problem ever since

the  Agrarian  Reform,  and  even  earlier,  since  Hertzen,  and  especially  since

Chernishevski. This was the wholly unique world view of ‘populism’ in a nutshell. An

enormous literature was created in Russia by this intellectual tendency ranging from

the avowedly reactionary doctrines of the Slavophiles to the revolutionary theory of the

terrorist  party.  On  the  one  hand,  it  encouraged  the  collection  of  vast  material  by

separate inquiries into the economic forms of Russian life, into ‘national production’

and its singular aspects, into agriculture as practised by the peasant communes, into

the domestic industries of the peasants, the artel, and also into the mental life of the

peasants, the sects and similar phenomena. On the other hand, a peculiar type of belles

lettres  sprang up as the artistic reflection of  the contradictory social  conditions, the

struggle between old and new ways which beset the mind at every step with difficult

problems. Finally, in the seventies and eighties, a peculiarly stuffy philosophy of history

sprang  up  from  the  same  root  and  found  its  champions  in  Peter  Lavrov,  Nicolai

Mikhailoysky, Professor Kareyev and V. Vorontsov. It was the ‘subjective method in

sociology’  which  declared  ‘critical  thought’  to  be  the  decisive  factor  in  social

development, or which, more precisely, sought to make a down-at-heel intelligentsia

the agent of historical progress.

Here  we  are  interested  only  in  one  aspect  of  this  wide  field  with  its  many

ramifications,  viz.:  the  struggle  of  opinions  regarding  the  chances  of  capitalist

development, and even then only in so far as these were based upon general reflections

on the social conditions of the capitalist mode of reduction, since these latter were also

to play a big part in the Russian controversial literature of the eighties and nineties.
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The point at issue was to begin with Russian capitalism and its prospects, but this, of

course, led further afield to the whole problem of capitalist development. The example

and the experiences of the West were adduced as vital evidence in this debate.

One fact was of decisive importance for the theoretical content of the discussion that

followed: not only was Marx’s analysis of capitalist production as laid down in the first

volume  of  Capital  already  common  property  of  educated  Russia,  but  the  second

volume, too, with its analysis of the reproduction of capital as a whole had already been

published in 1885. This gave a fundamentally new twist to the discussion. No more did

the  problem of  crises  obscure  the  real  crux  of  the  problem:  for  the  first  time,  the

argument centred purely in the reproduction of capital as a whole, in accumulation. Nor

was the analysis bogged any longer by an aimless fumbling for the concepts of income

and of  individual  and aggregate  capital.  Marx’s  diagram of  social  reproduction had

provided a firm foothold. Finally, the issue was no longer between laissez-faire  and

social  reform,  but  between  two  varieties  of  socialism.  The  petty-bourgeois  and

somewhat muddled ‘populist’ brand of Russian socialists stood for scepticism regarding

the possibility of capitalist development, much in the spirit of Sismondi and, in part, of

Rodbertus, though they themselves frequently cited Marx as their authority. Optimism,

on the other hand, was represented by the Marxist school in Russia. Thus the setting of

the  stage  had  been  shifted  completely.  One  of  the  two  champions  of  the  ‘populist’

movement, Vorontsov, known in Russia mainly under the nom de plume  V.V.  (his

initials),  was an odd customer. His economics were completely muddled, and as an

expert on theory he cannot be taken seriously at all. The other, Nikolayon (Danielson),

however, was a man of wide education, and thoroughly conversant with Marxism. He

had edited the Russian translation of the first volume of Capital and was a personal

friend of  Marx and Engels,  with  both of  whom he kept  up a  lively  correspondence

(published  in  the  Russian  language  in  1908).  Nevertheless  it  was  Vorontsov  who

influenced public opinion among the Russian intelligentsia in the eighties, and Marxists

in  Russia  had to  fight  him above all.  As  for  our  problem: the general  prospects  of

capitalist development, a new generation of Russian Marxists, who had learned from

the historical experience and knowledge of Western Europe, joined forces with George

Plekhanov in opposition to the above-mentioned two representatives of scepticism in

the  nineties.  They  were  amongst  others  Professor  Kablukov,  Professor  Manuilov,

Professor Issayev, Professor Skvortsov, Vladimir Ilyin,(1*) Peter v. Struve, Bulgakov, and

Professor  Tugan-Baranovski.  In  the  further  course  of  our  investigation  we  shall,

however, confine ourselves to the last three of these, since every one of them furnished

a more or less finished critique of  this  theory on the point with which we are here

concerned. This battle of wits, brilliant in parts, which kept the socialist intelligentsia

spellbound in  the nineties  and was only  brought  to  an end by the walkover of  the

Marxist school, officially inaugurated the infiltration into Russian thought of Marxism
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as  an  economic-historical  theory.  ‘Legalist’  Marxism  at  that  time  publicly  took

possession of the Universities, the Reviews and the economic book market in Russia –

with all the disadvantages of such a position. Ten years later, when the revolutionary

risings of the proletariat demonstrated in the streets the darker side of this optimism

about capitalist development, none of this Pleïad of Marxist optimists, with but a single

exception, was to be found in the camp of the proletariat.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Note by MIA

(1*) Lenin.
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Chapter 19

THE  representatives  of  Russian  ‘populism’  were  convinced  that  capitalism  had  no

future  in  Russia,  and  this  conviction  brought  them  to  the  problem  of  capitalist

reproduction.  V.V.  laid down his theories on this  point in a series of  articles in the

review  Patriotic  Memoirs  and  in  other  periodicals  which  were  collected  and

published in 1882 under the title The Destiny of Capitalism in Russia. He further

dealt with the problem in The Commodity Surplus in the Supply of the Market,(1)

Militarism and Capitalism,(2) Our Trends,(3) and finally in Outlines of Economic

Theory.(4)  It  is  not  easy  to  determine  Vorontsov’s  attitude  towards  capitalist

development  in  Russia.  He  sided  neither  with  the  purely  slavophil  theory  which

deduced  the  perversity  and  perniciousness  of  capitalism  for  Russia  from  the

‘peculiarities’  of  the Russian economic structure and a specifically  Russian ‘national

character’,  nor with the Marxists  who saw in capitalist  development an unavoidable

historical stage which is needed to clear the way towards social progress for Russian

society, too. Vorontsov for his part simply asserts that denunciation and acclamation of

capitalism  are  equally  futile  because,  having  no  roots  in  Russia,  capitalism  is  just

impossible  there  and  can  have  no  future.  The  essential  conditions  of  capitalist

development are lacking in Russia, and love’s labour’s lost if the state tries to promote it
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artificially – one might as well spare these efforts together with the heavy sacrifices they

entail. But if we look into the matter more closely, Vorontsov’s thesis is not nearly so

uncompromising. For if we pay attention to the fact that capitalism does not mean only

the accumulation of capital wealth but also that the small producer is reduced to the

proletarian  level,  that  the  labourer’s  livelihood  is  not  assured  and  that  there  are

periodical crises, then Vorontsov would by no means deny that all these phenomena

exist in Russia. On the contrary, he explicitly says in his preface to The Destiny of

Capitalism in Russia:  ‘Whilst  I  dispute  the possibility  of  capitalism as a  form of

production in Russia, I do not intend to commit myself in any way as to its future as a

form or degree of exploiting the national resources.’

Vorontsov consequently is of  the opinion that capitalism in Russia merely cannot

attain  the  same  degree  of  maturity  as  in  the  West,  whereas  the  severance  of  the

immediate  producer  from  the  means  of  production  might  well  be  expected  under

Russian  conditions.  Vorontsov  goes  even further:  he  does  not  dispute  at  all  that  a

development of the capitalist mode of production is quite possible in various branches

of production, and even allows for capitalist exports from Russia to foreign markets.

Indeed he says in his essay on The Commodity surplus in the Supply of the Market

that ‘in several branches of industry, capitalist production develops very quickly’(5) [in

the Russian meaning of the term, of course – R.L.].

‘It  is  most  probable  that  Russia,  just  like  any  other  country,  enjoys  certain  natural

advantages which enable her to act as a supplier of certain kinds of commodities on foreign

markets. It is extremely possible that capital can profit by this fact and lay hands upon the

branches of production concerned – that is to say the (inter)national division of labour will

make it easy for our capitalists to gain a foothold in certain branches. This, however, is not

the point. We do not speak of a merely incidental participation of capital in the industrial

organisation of the country, but ask whether it is likely that the entire production of Russia

can be put on a capitalist basis.’(6)

Put in this form, Vorontsov’s scepticism looks quite different from what might have

been expected at first. He doubts whether the capitalist mode of production could ever

gain possession of the entire production in Russia; but then, capitalism has not so far

accomplished this feat in any country of the world, not even in England. Such a brand

of scepticism as to the future of capitalism appears at a glance quite international in

outlook. And indeed, Vorontsov’s theory here amounts to a quite general reflection on

the  nature  and  the  essential  conditions  of  capitalism;  it  is  based  upon  a  general

theoretical approach to the productive process of social capital as a whole. Vorontsov

gives the following very clear formulation of the specific relations between the capitalist

mode of production and the problem of markets:

‘The (inter)national division of labour, the distribution of all branches of industry among
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the countries taking part in international commerce, is quite independent of capitalism.

‘The market  which thus  comes into  being,  the  demand for  the  products  of  different

countries  resulting from such a division of  labour  among the nations,  has intrinsically

nothing in common with the market required by the capitalist mode of production ... The

products  of  capitalist  industry  come on  the  market  for  another  purpose;  the  question

whether  all  the  needs  of  the  country  are  satisfied  is  irrelevant  to  them,  and  the

entrepreneur does not necessarily receive in their stead another material product which

may, be consumed. Their main purpose is to realise the surplus value they contain. What,

then, is this surplus value that it should interest the capitalist for its own sake? From our

point of view, it is the surplus of production over consumption inside the country. Every

worker produces more than he himself can consume, and all the surplus items accumulate

in a few hands; their owners themselves consume them, exchanging them for the purpose

against the most variegated kinds of necessities and luxuries. Yet eat, drink and dance as

much as they like – they will not be able to squander the whole of the surplus value: a

considerable  remnant  will  be  left  over,  of  which  they  have  to  dispose  somehow  even

though they cannot exchange it for other products. They must convert it into money, since

it  would otherwise just  go bad. Since there is  no one inside the country on whom the

capitalists could foist this remnant, it must be exported abroad, and that is why foreign

markets are indispensable to countries embarking on the capitalist venture.’(7)

The above is a literal translation, showing all the peculiarities of Vorontsov’s diction,

that the reader may have a taste of this brilliant Russian theorist with whom one can

spend moments of sheer delight.

Later,  in  1895,  Vorontsov  summarised  the  same views  in  his  book Outlines  of

Economic Theory  now claiming our attention.  Here he takes a  stand against  the

views of Say and Ricardo, and in particular also against John Stuart Mill who denied

the possibility of general over-production. In the course of his argument he discovers

something no  one  had  known before:  he  has  laid  bare  the  source  of  all  errors  the

classical  school  made  about  the  problem of  crises.  This  mistake  lies  in  a  fallacious

theory  of  the  costs  of  production  to  which  bourgeois  economists  are  addicted.  No

doubt,  from  the  aspect  of  the  costs  of  production  (which  according  to  Vorontsov's

equally  unheard-of  assumption do not  comprise  profits),  both  profit  and crises  are

unthinkable and inexplicable. But we can only appreciate this original thought to the

full in the author’s own words:

‘According to the doctrine of bourgeois economists, the value of a product is determined by

the labour employed in its manufacture. Yet bourgeois economists, once they have given

this determination of value, immediately forget it and base their subsequent explanation of

the exchange phenomena upon a different theory which substitutes “costs of production”

for labour. Thus two products are mutually exchanged in such quantities that the costs of

production are equal on both sides. Such a view of the process of exchange indeed leaves

no room for a commodity surplus inside the country. Any product of a worker’s annual

labour must, from this point of view, represent a certain quantity of material of which it is

made of tools which have been used in its manufacture, and of the products which served
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to maintain the workers during the period of production. It [presumably the product –

R.L.] appears on the market in order to change its use-form, to reconvert itself into objects,

into products for the workers and the value necessary for renewing the tools. As soon as it

is split up into its component parts, the process of reassembling, the productive process,

will begin, in the course of which all the values listed above will be consumed. In their

stead, a new product will come into being which is the connecting link between past and

future consumption.’

From this perfectly unique attempt to demonstrate social reproduction as a continuous

process in the light of  the costs of production, the following conclusion is promptly

drawn: ‘Considering thus the aggregate bulk of a country’s products, we shall find no

commodity  surplus  at  all  over  and above  the  demand of  society;  an  unmarketable

surplus is therefore impossible from the point of view of a bourgeois economic theory of

value.’

Yet,  after  having  eliminated  capitalist  profit  from  the  costs  of  production  by  an

extremely  autocratic  manhandling  of  the  bourgeois  theory  of  value,  Vorontsov

immediately presents this deficiency as a great discovery: ‘The above analysis, however,

reveals yet another feature in the theory of value prevalent of late: it becomes evident

that this theory leaves no room for capitalist profits.’

The  argument  that  follows  is  striking  in  its  brevity  and  simplicity:  ‘Indeed,  if  I

exchange my own product, representing a cost of production of 5 roubles, for another

product of equal value, I receive only so much as will be sufficient to cover my expense,

but for my abstinence [literally so – R.L.] I shall get nothing.’

And now Vorontsov really comes to grips with the root of the problem:

‘Thus  it  is  proved  on  a  strictly  logical  development  of  the  ideas  held  by  bourgeois

economists that the destiny of the commodity surplus on the market and that of capitalist

profit  is  identical.  This circumstance justifies  the  conclusion that  both  phenomena are

interdependent, that the existence of one is a condition of the other, and indeed, so long as

there is no profit, there is no commodity surplus ... It is different if the profit comes into

being  inside  the  country.  Such  profit  is  not  originally  related  to  production;  it  is  a

phenomenon which is connected with the latter not by technical and natural conditions

but by an extraneous social form. Production requires for its continuation ... only material,

tools, and means of subsistence for the workers, therefore as such it consumes only the

corresponding must be found for the surplus which makes up the profit, and for which

there is no room in the permanent structure of industrial life, in production – consumers,

namely, who are not organically connected with production, who are fortuitous to a certain

extent. The necessary number of such consumers may or may not be forthcoming, and in

the latter case there will be a commodity surplus on the market.’(8)

Well  content  with  the  ‘simple’  enlightenment,  by  which  he  has  turned  the  surplus

product into an invention of capital and the capitalist into a ‘fortuitous’ consumer who
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is ‘not organically connected with capitalist production’, Vorontsov now turns to the

crises. On the basis of Marx’s ‘logical’ theory of the value of labour which he claims to

‘employ’ in his later works, he expounds them as an immediate result of the surplus

value, as follows:

‘If the working part of the population consumes what enters into the costs of production in

form of the wages for labour, the capitalists themselves must destroy [literally so – R.L.]

the surplus value, excepting that part of it which the market requires for expansion. If the

capitalists  are  in  a  position to  do  so  and act  accordingly,  there  can  be no commodity

surplus; if not, over-production, industrial crises, displacement of the workers from the

factories and other evils will result.’

According  to  Vorontsov,  however,  it  is  ‘the  inadequate  elasticity  of  the  human

organism which cannot enlarge its capacity to consume as rapidly as the surplus value

is increasing’, which is in the end responsible for these evils. He repeatedly expresses

this ingenious thought as follows: ‘The Achilles heel of capitalist industrial organisation

thus lies in the incapacity of the entrepreneurs to consume the whole of their income.’

Having  thus  ‘employed’  Marx’s  ‘logical’  version  of  Ricardo’s  theory  of  value,

Vorontsov  arrives  at  Sismondi’s  theory  of  crises  which  he  adopts  in  as  crude  and

simplified a form as possible. He believes, of course, that he is adopting the views of

Rodbertus in reproducing those of Sismondi. ‘The inductive method of research’,  he

declares triumphantly, ‘has resulted in the very same theory of crises and of pauperism

which had been objectively stated by Rodbertus.’(9)

It is not quite clear what Vorontsov means by an ‘inductive method of research’ which

he contrasts with the objective method – since all things are possible to Vorontsov, he

may  conceivably  mean  Marx’s  theory.  Yet  Rodbertus,  too,  was  not  to  emerge

unimproved  from  the  hands  of  the  original  Russian  thinker.  Vorontsov  corrects

Rodbertus’ theory merely in so far as he eliminates the stabilisation of the wage rate in

accordance with the value of the aggregate product which, to Rodbertus, had been the

pivot  of  his  whole system. According to Vorontsov,  this  measure against  crises is  a

‘mere palliative, since the immediate cause of the above phenomena (over-production,

unemployment, etc.) is not that the working classes receive too small a share of the

national income, but that the capitalist class cannot possibly consume all the products

which every year fall to their share.’(10)

Yet,  as  soon as  he  has  refitted Rodbertus’  reform of  the  distribution of  incomes,

Vorontsov, with that ‘strictly logical’ consistency so peculiar to him, ultimately arrives

at the following forecast for the future destiny of capitalism:

‘If industrial organisation which prevails in W. Europe is to prosper and flourish further

still, it can only do so provided that some means will be found to destroy [verbatim – R.L.]
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that portion of the national income which falls to the capitalists’ share over and above their

capacity to consume. The simplest solution of this problem will be an appropriate change

in the distribution of the aggregate income among those who take part in production. If the

entrepreneurs would retain for themselves only so much of  all  increase of  the national

income as they sited to satisfy all their whims and fancies, leaving the remainder to the

working class, the mass of the people, then the régime of capitalism would be assured for a

long time to come.’(11)

The hash of Ricardo, Marx, Sismondi and Rodbertus thus is topped with the discovery

that  capitalist  production could  be radically  cured  of  over-production,  that  it  could

‘prosper and flourish’, in all eternity, if the capitalists would refrain from capitalising

their surplus value and would make a free gift to the working class of the corresponding

part of the surplus value. Meanwhile the capitalists, until they have become sensible

enough  to  accept  Vorontsov’s  good  advice,  employ  other  means  for  the  annual

destruction of a part of their surplus: Value. Modern militarism, amongst others, is one

of  these  appropriate measures  – and this  precisely  to the exit  to  which the bills  of

militarism, are footed by the capitalists’ income – for Vorontsov can be counted – upon

to turn things upside down – and not by the working masses. A primary remedy for

capitalism, however, is foreign trade which again is a sore spot in Russian capitalism.

As the last to arrive at the table of the world market, Russian capitalism fares worst in

the  competition with older  capitalist  countries  and thus  lacks  both  prospects  as  to

foreign markets and the most vital conditions of existence. Russia remains the ‘country

of peasants’, a country of ‘populist’ production.

‘If all this is correct,’ Vorontsov concludes his essay on The Commodity Surplus in the

Supply of the Market,  ‘then capitalism can play only a limited part in Russia. It must

resign from the direction of agriculture, and its development in the industrial sphere must

not  inflict  too  many  injuries  upon the  domestic  industries  which  under  our  economic

conditions are indispensable to the welfare of the majority of the population. If the reader

would comment that capitalism might not accept such a compromise, our answer will be:

so much the worse for capitalism.’

Thus Vorontsov ultimately washes his hands of the whole thing, declining for his part

all responsibility for the further fortunes of economic development in Russia.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Third Round

Struve-Bulgakov-Tugan Baranovski v. Vorontsov-
Nikolayon

Chapter 20

THE second theorist of populist criticism, Nikolayon, brings quite a different economic

training  and  knowledge  to  his  work.  One  of  the  best-informed  experts  on  Russian

economic relations, he had already in 1880 attracted attention by his treatise on the

capitalisation  of  agricultural  incomes,  which  was  published  in  the  review  Slovo.

Thirteen years later, spurred on by the great Russian famine of 1891, he pursued his

inquiries further in a book entitled Outlines of Our Social Economy Since the

Reform. Here he gives a detailed exposition, fully documented by facts and figures, of

how capitalism developed in Russia, and on this evidence proceeds to show that this

development is the source of all evil, and so of the famine, also, so far as the Russian

people are concerned. His views about the destiny of capitalism in Russia are grounded

in a definite theory about the conditions of the development of capitalist production in

general, and it is this with which we must now deal.

Since the market is of decisive importance for the capitalist mode of economy, every

capitalist nation tries to make sure of as large a market as possible. In the first place, of

course, it relies on its home market. But at a certain level of development, the home

market is no longer sufficient for a capitalist nation and this for the following reasons:
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all that social labour newly produces in one year can be divided into two parts – the

share received by the workers in the form of wages, and that which is appropriated by

the capitalists. Of the first part, only so many means of subsistence as correspond, in

value, to the sum total of the wages paid within the country can be withdrawn from

circulation. Yet capitalist economy decidedly tends to depress this part more and more.

Its  methods  are  a  longer  working  day,  stepping  up  the  intensity  of  labour,  and

increasing output by technical improvements which enable the substitution of female

and juvenile for male labour and in some cases displace adult labour altogether. Even if

the wages of the workers still employed are rising, such increase can never equal the

savings of the capitalists resulting from these changes. The result of all this is that the

working class must play an ever smaller part as buyers on the home market. At the

same time, there is a further change: capitalist production gradually takes over even the

trades  which  provided  additional  employment  to  an  agricultural  people;  thus  it

deprives the peasants of their resources by degrees, so that the rural population can

afford  to  buy fewer  and fewer  industrial  products.  This  is  a  further  reason  for  the

continual contraction of the home market. As for the capitalist class, we see that this

latter is also unable to realise the entire newly created product, though for the opposite

reason. However large the requirements of this class, the capitalists will not be able to

consume the entire surplus product in person. First,  because part of it  is needed to

enlarge production, for technical improvements which, to the individual entrepreneur,

will be a necessary condition of existence in a competitive society. Secondly, because an

expanding capitalist  production implies an expansion in  those branches of  industry

which produce means of production (e.g. the mining industry, the machine industry

and so forth)  and whose  products  from the very  beginning take a  use-form that  is

incapable of personal consumption and can only function as capital. Thirdly and lastly,

the  higher  labour  productivity  and  capital  savings  that  can  be  achieved  by  mass

production of cheap commodities increasingly impel society towards mass production

of commodities which cannot all be consumed by a mere handful of capitalists.

Although one capitalist can realise his surplus value in the surplus product of another

capitalist  and  vice  versa,  this  is  only  true  for  products  of  a  certain  branch,  for

consumer goods. However, the incentive of capitalist production is not the satisfaction

of  personal  wants,  and  this  is  further  shown  by  the  progressive  decline  in  the

production of consumer as compared to that of producer goods.

‘Thus we see  that  the  aggregate  product  of  a  capitalist  nation must greatly  exceed the

requirements  of  the  whole  industrial  population  employed,  in  the  same  way  as  each

individual factory produces vastly in excess of the requirements of both its workers and the

entrepreneur,  and this  is  entirely due to the fact  that  the  nation is  a  capitalist  nation,

because the distribution of resources within the society does not aim to satisfy the real

wants of the population but only the effective demand. Just as an individual factory-owner
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could not maintain himself as a capitalist even for a day, if his market were confined to the

requirements of his workers and his own, so the home market of a developed capitalist

nation must also be insufficient.’

At  a  certain  level,  capitalist  development thus  has  the  tendency  to  impede its  own

progress.  These  obstacles  are  ultimately  due  to  the  fact  that  progressive  labour

productivity,  involving the severance of  the immediate producer from the means of

production, does not benefit society as a whole, but only the in entrepreneur; and the

mass of labour power and men hours which has been ‘set free’ by this process becomes

redundant and thus is not only lost to society but will become a burden to it.. The real

wants  of  the  masses  can  only  be  satisfied  more  fully  in  so  far  as  there  can  be  an

ascendancy  of  a  ‘populist’  mode  of  production  based  upon  the  union  between  the

producer and his means of production. It is the aim of capitalism, however, to gain

possession of just these spheres of production, and to destroy in the process the main

factor which makes for its own prosperity. The periodical famines in India, for instance,

recurring at intervals of ten or eleven years, were thus among the causes of periodical

industrial crises in England. Any nation that sets  out on capitalist development will

sooner  or  later  come  up  against  these  contradictions  inherent  in  this  mode  of

production. And the later a nation embarks on the capitalist venture, the more strongly

will these contradictions make themselves felt, since, once the home market has been

saturated,  no  substitute  can  be  found,  the  outside  market  having  already  been

conquered by the older competing countries.

The upshot of it all is that the limits of capitalism are set by the increasing poverty

born of its own development, by the increasing number of redundant workers deficient

in all purchasing power. Increasing labour productivity which can rapidly satisfy every

effective demand of society corresponds to the increasing incapacity, of ever broader

masses of the population, to satisfy their most vital needs; on the one hand, a glut of

goods  that  cannot  be  sold  –  and  on  the  other,  large  masses  who  lack  the  bare

necessities.

These are Nikolayon’s general views.(1) He knows his Marx, we see, and has turned

the two first  volumes of  Capital  to  excellent  use.  And  still,  the  whole  trend of  his

argument is genuinely Sismondian. It is capitalism itself which brings about a shrinking

home market since it impoverishes the masses; every calamity of modern society is due

to the destruction of the ‘populist’ mode of production, that is to say the destruction of

small-scale  enterprise.  That  is  his  main  theme.  More  openly  even  than  Sismondi,

Nikolayon sets the tenor of his critique by an apotheosis of small-scale enterprise, this

sole  approach  to  grace.(2)  The  aggregate  capitalist  product  cannot,  in  the  end,  be

realised within the society,  this  can only be done with recourse to outside markets.

Nikolayon here comes to the same conclusion as Vorontsov, in spite of a quite different
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theoretical point of departure. Applied to Russia, it is the economic scientific ground for

a  sceptical  attitude  towards  capitalism.  Capitalist  development  in  Russia  has  been

without access to foreign markets from the first, it could only show its worst aspects – it

has impoverished the masses of the people. In consequence, it was a ‘fatal mistake’ to

promote capitalism in Russia.

On this point, Nikolayon fulminates like a prophet of the Old Testament:

‘Instead of keeping to the tradition of centuries, instead of developing our old inherited

principle  of  a  close  connection  between  the  immediate  producer  and  his  means  of

production, instead of usefully applying the scientific achievements of W. Europe to their

forms  of  production  based  on  the  peasants’  ownership  of  their  means  of  production,

instead of increasing theft productivity by concentrating the means of production in their

hands,  instead of  benefiting,  not  by  the  forms of  production in  W. Europe,  but  by  its

organisation, its powerful co-operation, its division of labour, its machinery, etc., etc. –

instead of developing the fundamental principle of a landowning peasantry and applying it

to the cultivation of the land by the peasants, instead of making science and its application

widely accessible to the peasants – instead of all this, we have taken the opposite turning.

We have failed to prevent the development of capitalist forms of production, although they

are based on the expropriation of the peasants; on the contrary, we have promote with all

our might the upsetting of our entire economic life which resulted in the famine of 1891.’

Though the evil is much advanced, it is not too late even now to retrace our steps. On

the contrary, a complete reform of economic policy is just as urgently needed for Russia

in view of the threatening proletarisation and collapse, as Alexander’s reforms after the

Crimean war were necessary in their time.

Now a social reform as advocated by Nikolayon is completely Utopian. His attitude

exhibits  an even more blatant  petty-bourgeois and reactionary bias than Sismondi’s

ever did, considering that the Russian ‘populist’ writes after a lapse of seventy years.

For in his opinion, the old obshchina, the rural community founded on the communal

ownership of the soil, is the raft to deliver Russia from the flood of capitalism. On it, the

discoveries  of  modern  big  industry  and  scientific  technique  are  to  be  grafted  by

measures which remain his own secret – so that it can serve as the basis of a ‘socialised’

higher form of production. Russia can choose no other alternative: either she turns her

back upon capitalist development, or she must resign herself to death and decay.(3)

After a crushing criticism of capitalism Nikolayon thus ends up with the same old

‘populist’  panacea which had as early as the fifties, though at that time with greater

justification,  been  hailed  as  the  ‘peculiarly  Russian’  guarantee  of  a  higher  social

development, although its reactionary character as a lifeless relic of ancient institutions

had been exposed in Engels’ Flüchtlingsliteratur in Volksstaat (1875). Engels wrote at

the time:
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‘A further development of Russia on bourgeois lines would gradually destroy communal

property there too, quite apart from any interference of the Russian government “with the

knout and with bayonets” (as the revolutionary populists imagined). Under the pressure of

taxes and usury, communal landownership is no longer a privilege, it becomes an irksome

chain. The peasants frequently run away from it, either with or without their families, to

seek their living as itinerant labourers, and leave the land behind. We see that communal

ownership in Russia has long since passed its flower and there is every indication that its

decay is approaching.’

With these words, Engels hits right on the target of the obshchina problem – eighteen

years before the publication of Nikolayon’s principal work. If Nikolayon subsequently

with  renewed courage  again conjured  tip  the  ghost  of  the  obshchina,  it  was  a  bad

historical anachronism inasmuch as about a decade later the obshchina was given an

official burial by the state. The absolutist government which had for financial reasons

tried during half a century artificially to keep the machinery of the rural community:

going was compelled to give up this thankless task on its  own accord. The agrarian

problem soon made it clear how far the old ‘populist’ delusion was lagging behind the

actual  course  of  economic  events,  and  conversely,  how  powerfully  capitalist

development  in  Russia,  mourned  and  cursed  as  still-born,  could  demonstrate  with

lightning and thunder its capacity to live and to multiply. Once again, and for the last

time, this turn of events demonstrates in quite a different historical setting how a social

critique of capitalism, which begins by doubting its capacity for development, must by a

deadly logic lead to a reactionary Utopianism – both in the France of 1819 and in the

Russia of 1893.(4)

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnote

(1) Cf. Outlines of Our Social Economy, in particular pp.202-5, 338-41.

(2)  Vladimir  Ilyich  [Lenin]  has  given  detailed  proof  of  the  striking  similarity  between  the
position  of  the  Russian  ‘populists’  and  the  views  of  Sismondi  in  his  essay  On  the
Characteristics of Economic Romanticism (1897).

(3) Outlines  of  Our  Social  Economy,  p.322.  Friedrich  Engels  appraises  the  Russian
situation differently. He repeatedly tries to convince Nikolayon that Russia cannot avoid a high
industrial  development,  and  that  her  sufferings  are  nothing  but  the  typical  capitalist
contradictions. Thus he writes on September 22, 1892:
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‘I  therefore  hold that  at  present  industrial  production necessarily  implies big  industry,

making  use  of  steam  power,  electricity,  mechanical  looms  and  frames,  and  lastly  the

manufacture of the machines themselves by mechanical means. From the moment that

railways  are  introduced  in  Russia,  recourse  to  all  these  extremely  modern  means  of

production becomes inevitable. It is necessary that you should be able to mend and repair

your engines, coaches, railways and the like, but to do this cheaply, you must also be in a

position to make at home the things needing repair. As soon as the technique of war has

become a  branch  of  industry (armour plated  cruisers,  modern artillery,  machine guns,

steel  bullets,  smokeless  gun  powder,  etc.)  big  industry  that  is  indispensable  for  the

production of such items has become a political necessity for you as well. All these items

cannot  be  made  without  a  highly  developed  metal  industry  which  on  its  part  cannot

develop unless there is a corresponding development of all other branches of production,

textiles in particular’ (Marx-Engels to Nikolayon, St. Petersburg 1908, p.75).

And further in the same letter:

‘So long as Russian industry depends on the home market alone, it can only satisfy the

internal demand. The latter, however, can grow but slowly, and it seems to me that under

present conditions of  life  in Russia it  is  even bound to decrease, since it  is  one of  the

unavoidable consequences of high industrial development that it destroys its own home

market  by  the  same process  which  served to  create  it:  by  destroying  the  bases  of  the

peasants’ domestic industry. Yet peasants cannot live without such a domestic industry.

They are ruined as peasants, their purchasing power is reduced to a minimum, and unless

they grow new roots in new conditions of life, unless they become proletarians, they will

only represent a very small market for the newly arising plants and factories.

‘Capitalist production is a phase of economic transition, full of inherent contradictions

which only develop and become visible to the extent that capitalist production develops.

The  tendency  of  simultaneously  creating  and destroying  a  market  is  just  one of  these

contradictions. Another is the hopeless situation that will ensue, all the sooner in a country

like Russia which lacks external markets than in countries more or less fit to compete in

the  open  world  market.  These  latter  can  find  some  means  of  relief  in  this  seemingly

hopeless  situation  by  heroic  measures  of  commercial  policy,  that  is  to  say  by  forcibly

opening up new markets. China is the most recent market to be opened up for English

commerce,  and it  proved adequate  for  a  temporary  revival  of  prosperity.  That  is  why

English capital is so insistent on railroad building in China. Yet railways in China mean the

destruction of the entire foundation of China’s small rural enterprises and her domestic

industry. In this case, there is not even a native big industry developed to compensate for

this evil to some extent, and hundreds of millions will consequently find it impossible to

make a living at all. The result will be mass emigration, such as the world has never yet

seen, and America, Asia arid Europe will be flooded with the detested Chinese. This new

competitor on the labour market will compete with American, Australian and European

labour at the level of what the Chinese consider a satisfactory standard of living, which is

well  known  to  be  the  lowest  in  the  whole  world.  Well  then,  if  the  whole  system  of

production in Europe has not been revolutionised by then, that will be the time to start this

revolution’ (ibid., p.79).

Engels, though he followed Russian developments with attention and keen interest, persistently
refused to take an active part in the Russian dispute. In his letter of November 24, 1894, i.e.
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shortly before his death, he expressed himself as follows:

‘My Russian friends almost daily and weekly bombard me with requests to come forward

with my objections to Russian books and reviews which not only misinterpret but even

misquote the sayings of our author (Marx).  My friends assure me that my intervention

would suffice to put matters right. Yet I invariably and firmly refuse all such proposals

because I cannot afford to become involved with a dispute held in a foreign country, in a

tongue which I, at least, cannot read as easily and freely the more familiar W. European

languages, and in a literature which is at best accessible to me only in fortuitous glimpses

of some flagments, and which I cannot pursue anything like systematically enough in all its

stages  and  details  without  neglecting  my  real  and  serious  work.  There  are  people

everywhere  who,  once  they  have  taken  up  a  certain  stand,  are  not  ashamed  to  have

recourse  to  misinterpreting  the  thoughts  of  others  and  to  all  kinds  of  dishonest

manipulations for their own ends, and if that is what has happened to our author, I am

afraid they will not deal more kindly with me, so that in the end I shall be compelled to

interfere in the dispute, first to defend others, and then in my own defence’ (ibid., p.90).

(4) We might mention that the surviving champions of ‘populist’ pessimism, and Vorontsov in
particular, to the last remained loyal to their views, in spite of all that happened in Russia – a
fact that does more credit to their character than to their intelligence. Referring to the 1900 and
1902 crises, Vorontsov wrote in 1902: ‘The doctrinaire dogma of the Neo-Marxists rapidly loses
its power over people’s minds. That the newest successes of the individualists are ephemeral
has obviously dawned even on their official advocates ... In the first decade of the twentieth
century, we come back to the same views about economic development in Russia that had been
the legacy of the 1870s’ (Cf. the review Political Economics, October 1902, quoted by A. Finn
Yenotayevski in The Contemporary Economy of Russia 1890-1910, St. Petersburg, 191,
p.2.) Even to-day, then, this last of the ‘populist’ Mohicans deduces the ‘ephemeral character’,
not of his own theory, but of economic reality. What of the saying of Barrère: ‘Il n’y a que les
morts qui ne reviennent pas’.
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We now turn to the criticism of the above opinions as given by the Russian Marxists.

In 1894, Peter v. Struve who had already given a detailed appraisal of Nikolayon’s

book  in  an  essay  On  Capitalist  Development  in  Russia,(1)  published  a  book  in

Russian,(2) criticising the theories of ‘populism’ from various aspects. In respect of our

present  problem,  however,  he  mainly  confines  himself  to  proving,  against  both

Vorontsov and Nikolayon, that capitalism does not cause a contraction of the home

market but, on the contrary, an expansion. There can be no doubt that Nikolayon has

made a blunder – the same that Sismondi had made. They each describe only a single

aspect of the destructive process, performed by capitalism on the traditional forms of

production  by  small  enterprise.  They  saw  only  the  resulting  depression  of  general

welfare, the impoverishment of broad strata of the population, and failed to notice that

economic aspect of the process which entails the abolition of natural economy and the

substitution of a commodity economy in rural districts. And this is as much as to say

that,  by  absorbing  further  and  further  sections  of  formerly  independent  and  self-
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sufficient  producers  into  its  own  sphere,  capitalism  continuously  transforms  into

commodity  buyers  ever  new  strata  of  people  who  had  not  before  bought  its

commodities. In fact, the course of capitalist development is just the opposite of that

pictured by the ‘populists’ on the model of Sismondi. Capitalism, far from ruining the

home market, really sets about creating it, precisely by means of a spreading money

economy.

Struve  in  particular  refutes  the  theory  that  the  surplus  value  cannot  possibly  be

realised  on  the  home  market.  He  argues  as  follows:  The  conviction  that  a  mature

capitalist society consists exclusively of entrepreneurs and workers forms the basis of

Vorontsov’s  theory,  and  Nikolayon  himself  operates  with  this  concept  throughout.

From this point of view, of course, the realisation of the capitalist aggregate product

seems incomprehensible. And Vorontsov’s theory is correct in so far as it states the fact

that neither the capitalists nor the workers’ consumption can realise the surplus value,

so that the existence of ‘third persons’ must be presumed.(3) But then, is it not beyond

any doubt that some such ‘third persons’ exist in every capitalist society? The idea of

Vorontsov and Nikolayon is pure fiction which cannot advance our understanding of

any  historical  process  whatever  by  a  hair’s  breadth.(4)  There  is  no  actual  capitalist

society, however highly developed, composed exclusively of capitalists and workers.

‘Even  in  England  and  Wales,  out  of  a  thousand  self-supporting  inhabitants,  543  are

engaged in industry, 172 in commerce, 140 in agriculture, 81 in casual wage labour, and 62

in the Civil Service, the liberal professions and the like.’

Even in England, then, there are large numbers of ‘third persons’, and it is they who, by

their consumption, help to realise the surplus value in so far as it is not consumed by

the capitalists. Struve leaves it open whether these third persons consume enough to

realise  all  surplus  value  –  however  that  may  be,  the  contrary  would  have  to  be

proved’.(5)  This  cannot  be  done,  he  claims,  for  Russia,  that  vast  country  with  an

immense population. She, in fact, is in the fortunate position to be able to dispense with

foreign  markets.  In  this  –  and  here  Struve  dips  into  the  intellectual  treasures  of

Professors Wagner, Schaeffle, and Schmoller – she enjoys the same privileges as the

United States of America.

‘If the example of the N. American Union stands for anything, it is proof of the fact that

under certain circumstances capitalist industry can attain a very high level of development

almost entirely on the basis of the home market.’(6)

The negligible amount of industrial exports from the USA in 1882 is mentioned in

support of this statement which Struve formulates a general doctrine: ‘The vaster the

territory, and the larger the population of a country, the less does that country require

foreign markets for its capitalist development.’ He infers from this, indirect opposition
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to the ‘populists’, ‘a more brilliant future (for Russia) than for the other countries’.

On the basis of commodity production, the progressive development of agriculture is

bound  to  create  a  market  wide  enough  to  support  the  development  of  Russian

industrial capitalism. This market would be capable of  unlimited expansion, in step

with  the  economic  and  cultural  progress  of  the  country,  and  together  with  the

substitution of a monetary for a natural economy. ‘In this respect, capitalism enjoys

more favourable conditions in Russia than in other countries.’(7)

Struve  paints  a  detailed  and  highly  coloured  picture  of  the  new  markets  which,

thanks to the Trans-Siberian Railway,  are opening up in Siberia,  Central  Asia,  Asia

Minor, Persia and the Balkans. But his prophetic zeal blinds him to the fact that he is no

longer talking about the ‘indefinitely expanding’ home market but about specific foreign

markets. In later years, he was to throw in his lot, in politics too, with this optimistic

Russian capitalism and its liberal programme of imperialist expansion, for, which he

had laid the theoretical foundations when still a ‘Marxist’.

Indeed, the tenor of Struve’s argument is a fervent belief in the unlimited capacity for

expansion of capitalist production, but the economic foundation of this optimism is

rather weak. He is somewhat reticent as to what he means by the ‘third persons’ whom

he considers the mainstay of accumulation, but his references to English occupational

statistics  indicate  that  he  has  in  mind the  various  private  and public  servants,  the

liberal  professions,  in  short  the  notorious  grand  public  so  dear  to  bourgeois

economists when they are completely at a loss. It is this ‘great public’ of which Marx

said that it serves as the explanation for things which the economist cannot explain. It

is  obvious  that,  if  we  categorically  refer  to  consumption  by  the  capitalists  and  the

workers,  we do not speak of the entrepreneur as an individual,  but of the capitalist

class,  as  a  whole,  including  their  hangers-on  –  employees,  Civil  Servants,  liberal

professions, and the like. All such ‘third persons’ who are certainly not lacking in any

capitalist society are, as far as economics is concerned, joint consumers of the surplus

value for the greater part, in so far, namely, as they are not also joint consumers of the

wages of labour. These groups can only derive their purchasing power either from the

wage of the proletariat or from the surplus value, if not from both; but on the whole,

they are to be regarded as joint consumers of the surplus value. It follows that their

consumption is already included in the consumption of the capitalist class, and if Struve

tries to reintroduce them to the capitalists by sleight-of-hand as ‘third persons’ to save

the situation and help to realise the surplus value, the shrewd profiteer will not be taken

in. He will see at once that this great public is nothing but his old familiar retinue of

parasites who buy his commodities with money of his own providing. No, no, indeed!

Struve’s ‘third persons’ will not do at all.
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Struve’s theory of foreign markets and their significance for capitalist production is

equally untenable. In this, he defers to the mechanist approach of the ‘populists’ who,

along with the professors’ textbooks, hold that a capitalist (European) country will first

exploit the home market to the limit, and will only look to foreign markets when this is

almost or completely exhausted. Then, following in the footsteps of Wagner, Schaeffle

and  Schmoller,  Struve  arrives  at  the  absurd  conclusion  that  a  country  with  vast

territories and a large population can make its capitalist production a ‘self-contained

whole’  and  rely  indefinitely  on  the  home  market  alone.(8)  In  actual  fact,  capitalist

production is by nature production on a universal scale. Quite contrary to the bookish

decrees issued by German scholars, it is producing for a world market already from the

word go. The various pioneering branches of capitalist production in England, such as

the  textile,  iron  and  coal  industries,  cast  about  for  markets  in  all  countries  and

continents,  long before  the  process  of  destroying peasants’  property,  the  decline  of

handicraft and of the old domestic industries within the country had come to an end.

And again, is it likely that the German chemical or electro-technical industries would be

grateful for the sober advice not to work for five continents, as they have done from the

beginning, but to confine themselves to the German home market which, being largely

supplied from abroad, is evidently far from exhausted, in respect of a whole lot of other

German industries? Or that one should explain to the German machine industry,  it

should not venture yet upon foreign markets, since German import statistics are visible

proof that a good deal of the demand in Germany for products of this branch is satisfied

by foreign supplies? No, this schematic conception of ‘foreign trade’ does not help us at

all to grasp the complexity of the world market with its uncounted ramifications and

different shades in the division of labour. The industrial development of the USA who

have already at the time of writing become a dangerous rival to Britain both on the

world  market  and  even  in  England  herself,  just  as  they  have  beaten  German

competition,  e.g.  in  the sphere  of  electrotechnics,  both in  the world  market  and in

Germany herself, has given the lie to Struve’s inferences, already out-of-date when they

were put on paper.

Struve also shares the crude view of the Russian ‘populists’ who saw hardly more

than a merchant’s sordid concern for his market in the international connections of

capitalist economy, and its historical tendency to create a homogeneous living organism

based on social division of labour as well as the countless variety of natural wealth and

productive conditions of the globe. Moreover he accepts the Three Empire fiction of

Wagner and Schmoller (the self-contained Empires of Great Britain, Russia and the

USA) which completely  ignores or artificially  minimises the vital  part  played by  an

unlimited supply of means of subsistence, of raw and auxiliary materials and of labour

power which is just as necessary for a capitalist industry computed in terms of a world

market as the demand for finished products. Alone the history of the English cotton
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industry, a reflection in miniature of the history of capitalism in general, spreading over

five continents throughout the nineteenth century, makes a mockery of the professors’

childish pretensions which have only one real significance: to provide the theoretical

justification for the system of protective tariffs.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1) Published in Socialdemokratisches Zentralblatt, vol.iii, no.i.

(2) Critical Comments on the Problem of Economic Development in Russia.

(3) Ibid., p.251.

(4) Ibid., p.255.

(5) Ibid., p.252.

(6) Ibid.,  p.260.  ‘There  can  be  no  doubt  that  Struve’s  attempt  to  refute  what  he  calls  the
pessimist outlook on the analogy of the USA is fallacious. He says that Russia can overcome the
evil consequences of the most recent capitalism just as easily as the USA. But what he forgets is
that the USA from the first represent a new bourgeois state, that they were founded by a petty
bourgeoisie  and  by  peasants  who  had  fled  from  European  feudalism  to  set  up  a  purely
bourgeois society. In Russia, on the other hand, we have a primitive communist foundation, a
society of gentes, as it were, in the pre-civilised stage which, though it is already disintegrating,
still  serves as a material  basis upon which the capitalist revolution (for it is in fact a social
revolution) can take place and become effective. In America, a monetary economy had been
stabilised more than a century ago, whereas a natural economy had until recently prevailed in
Russia. It should be obvious therefore that this revolution in Russia is bound to be much-more
ruthless and violent, and accompanied, by immensely more, suffering than in America’ (Engels
to Nikolayon, October 17, 1893, Letters ..., p.85).

(7) Critical Comments ..., p.284.

(8)  Professor Schmoller, amongst others, clearly reveals the reactionary aspect of the ‘Three
Empire Theory’ (viz. Great Britain, Russia and the USA) evolved by the German professors. In
his  handbook  of  commercial  policy  (Handelspolitische  Säkularbetrachtung),  the
venerable scholar dolefully frowns upon ‘neo-mercantilism’, that is to say upon the imperialist
designs of the three arch-villains. ‘In the interests of a higher intellectual, moral and aesthetic
civilisation and social progress’ he demands a strong German navy and a European Customs
Union. ‘Out of the economic tension of the world there arises the prime duty for Germany to
create for herself a strong navy, so as to be prepared for battle in the case of need, and to be
desirable as an ally to the World Powers’ – which latter, however, Professor Schmoller says
elsewhere, he does not wish to blame for again taking the path of large-scale colonial expansion.
‘She neither can nor ought to pursue a policy of conquest like the Three World Powers, but she
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must be able, if necessary, to break a foreign blockade of the North Sea in order to protect her
own colonies and her vast commerce, and she must be able to offer the same security to the
states  with  whom she  forms an  alliance  It  is  the  task  of  the  Three-Part  Union (Germany,
Austro-Hungary,  and  Italy)  to  co-operate  with  France  towards  imposing  some  restraint,
desirable for the preservation of  all  other states, on the over-aggressive policy of  the Three
World Powers which constitutes a threat to all  smaller states, and to ensure moderation in
conquests, in colonial acquisitions, in the immoderate and unilateral policy of protective tariffs,
in  the  exploitation  and  maltreatment  of  all  weaker  elements  The  objectives  of  all  higher
intellectual, moral and aesthetic civilisation and of social progress depend on the fact that the
globe should not be divided up among Three World Empires in the twentieth century, that
these Three Empires should not establish a brutal neo-mercantilism’ (Die Wandlungen der
Europäischen Handelspolitik des 19. Jahrhunderts (Changes in the European Commercial
Policy  During  the  19th  Century),  in  Jahrb.  für  Gesetzgebung,  Verwaltung  und
Volkswirtschaft, vol.xxiv, p.381).
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Chapter 22

The second critic of ‘populist’ scepticism, S. Bulgakov, is no respecter of Struve’s ‘third

persons’ and at once denies that they form the sheet-anchor for capitalist accumulation.

‘The majority of economists before Marx’ he declares, ‘solved the problem by saying that

some sort of ‘third person’ is needed, as a deus ex machina, to cut the Gordian knot, i.e. to

consume  the  surplus  value.  This  part  is  played  by  luxury-loving  landowners  (as  with

Malthus), or by indulgent capitalists, or yet by-militarism and the like. There can be no

demand for the surplus value without some such extraordinary mediators; a deadlock will

be reached on the markets and the result will be over-production and crises.’(1)

‘Struve  thus  assumes  that  capitalist  production  in  its  development,  too,  may  find  its

ultimate mainstay in the consumption of some fantastic sort of ‘third person’. But if this

great public is essentially characterised as consuming the surplus value, whence does it

obtain the means to buy?’(2)

For his part, Bulgakov centres the whole problem from the first in the analysis of the

social aggregate product and its reproduction as given by Marx in the second volume of

Capital.  He  has  a  thorough  grasp  of  the  fact  that  he  must  start  with  simple
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reproduction and must fully understand its working in order to solve the question of

accumulation. In this context, he says, it is of particular importance to obtain a clear

picture of the consumption of surplus value and wages in such branches of production

as  do  not  turn  out  goods  for  consumption,  and  further,  to  understand  fully  the

circulation of that portion of the social  aggregate product which represents used-up

constant capital. This, he argues, is a completely new problem of which economists had

not even been aware before Marx brought it up.

‘In order to solve this problem, Marx divides all capitalistically produced commodities into

two  great  and  fundamentally  different  categories:  the  production  of  producer  and

consumer goods. There is more theoretical importance in this division than in all previous

squabbles on the theory of markets.’(3)

Bulgakov, we see, is an outspoken and enthusiastic supporter of Marx’s  theory. The

object of his study, as he puts it, is thus a critique of the doctrine that capitalism cannot

exist without, external markets.

‘For  this  purpose,  the  author  has  made  use  of  the  most  valuable  analysis  of  social

reproduction  given  by  Marx  in  volume ii  of  Capital  which  for  reasons  unknown  has

scarcely been utilised in economic theory. Though this analysis cannot be taken as fully

completed, we are yet of opinion that even in its present fragmentary shape it offers an

adequate foundation for a solution of the market problem that differs from that adopted by

Messrs. Nikolayon, V.V. and others, and which they claim to have found in Marx.’(4)

Bulgakov gives the following formulation of his solution which he has deduced from

Marx himself:

‘In certain conditions, capitalism may exist solely by virtue of an internal market. It is not

an inherent necessity peculiar to the capitalist mode of production that the outside market

be  able  to  absorb  the  surplus  of  capitalist  production.  The  author  has  arrived  at  this

conclusion  in  consequence  of  his  study  of  the  above-mentioned  analysis  of  social

reproduction.’

And now we are eager to hear the arguments Bulgakov has based on the above thesis.

At first sight, they prove surprisingly simple: Bulgakov faithfully reproduces Marx’s

well-known diagram of simple reproduction, adding comments which do credit to his

insight.  He further cites Marx’s equally familiar diagram of enlarged reproduction –

and this indeed is the proof we have been so anxious to find.

‘Consequent upon what we have said, it  will  not be difficult now to determine the very

essence of accumulation. The means-of-production department I must produce additional

means  of  production  necessary  for  enlarging  both  its  own  production  and  that  of

Department II. II, in its turn, will have to supply additional consumption goods to enlarge

the  variable  capital  in  both  departments.  Disregarding  the  circulation  of  money,  the
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expansion of production is reduced to an exchange of additional products of I needed by II

against additional products of II needed by I.’

Loyally following Marx’s deductions, Bulgakov does not notice that so far his entire

thesis is nothing but words. He believes that these mathematical formulae  solve the

problem of accumulation. No doubt we can easily imagine proportions such as those he

has copied from Marx,  and if  there  is  expanding production,  these  formulae  will

apply.  Yet Bulgakov overlooks the principal problem: who exactly is  to profit  by an

expansion such as that whose mechanism he examines? Is it explained just because we

can put the mathematical proportions of accumulation on paper? Hardly, because just

as  soon  as  Bulgakov  has  declared  the  matter  settled  and goes  on  to  introduce  the

circulation of money into the analysis, he right away comes up against the question:

where are I and II to get the money for the purchase of additional products? When we

dealt with Marx, time and again the weak point in his analysis, the question really of

consumers in enlarged reproduction, cropped up in a perverted form as the question of

additional  money  sources.  Here  Bulgakov  quite  slavishly  follows  Marx’s  approach,

accepting  his  misleading formulation of  the  problem without  noticing that  it  is  not

straightforward, although he knows perfectly well that ‘Marx himself did not answer

this question in the drafts which were used to compile the second volume of Capital’. It

should be all the more interesting to see what answer Marx’s Russian pupil attempted

to work out on his own.

‘The following solution’, Bulgakov says, ‘seems to us to correspond best to Marx’s doctrine

as a whole: The new variable capital in money-form supplied by II for both departments

has its commodity equivalent in surplus value II. With reference to simple reproduction,

we have already seen that the capitalists themselves must throw money into circulation to

realise  their  surplus  value,  money  which  ultimately  reverts  to  the  pocket  of  the  very

capitalist it came from. The quantity of money required for the circulation of the surplus

value is determined in accordance with the general law of commodity circulation by the

value  of  the  commodities  that  contained  if  divided  by  the  average  amount  of  money

turnover. This same law must apply here; the capitalists of Department II must dispose of

a  certain  amount  of  money  for  the  circulation  of  their  surplus  value,  and  must

consequently possess certain money reserves. These reserves must be ample enough for

the circulation both of that portion of the surplus value which represents the consumption

fund and of that which is to be accumulated as capital.’

Bulgakov  further  argues  that  it  is  immaterial  to  the  question  how  much  money  is

required to circulate a certain amount of commodities inside a country, whether or not

some  of  these  commodities  contain  any  surplus  value.  ‘In  answer  to  the  general

question as  to  money sources  inside  the  country,  however,  our  solution is  that  the

money is supplied by the producer of gold.’(5)

If a country requires more money consequent upon an expansion of production, the
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production of gold will  have to be increased accordingly.  So here we are again:  the

producer of gold is again the deus ex machina, just as he had been for Marx. In fact,

Bulgakov has sadly disappointed us in the high hopes we had of his new solution. His

‘solution’  of  the problem does not go a step beyond Marx’s  own analysis.  It  can be

reduced to three extremely simple statements as follows:

Question: How much money do we need for the realisation of capitalised surplus

value? Answer: Just as much as is required in accordance with the general law of

commodity circulation.

1. 

Q.: Where do the capitalists get the money for the realisation of capitalised

surplus value? A.: They are supposed to have it.

2. 

Q.: How did the money come into the country in the first place? A.: It is provided

by the producer of gold.

3. 

The  extreme  simplicity  of  this  method  of  explanation  is  suspicious  rather  than

attractive.

We need not trouble, however, to refute this theory which makes the gold producer

the deus ex machina  of capitalist accumulation. Bulgakov has done it himself quite

adequately.  Eighty  pages  on,  he  returns  to  the  gold  producer  in  quite  a  different

context, in the course of a lengthy argument against the theory of the wages fund in

which he got involved for some mysterious reason. Here he suddenly displays a keen

grasp of the problem:

‘We  know  already  that  there  is  gold  producer  amongst  other  producers.  Even  under

conditions of simple reproduction, he increases, on the one hand, the absolute quantity of

money circulating inside the country, and on the other, he buys producer and consumer

goods without, in his turn, selling commodities, paying with his own product, i.e. with the

general exchange equivalent, for the goods he buys. The gold producer now might perhaps

render the service of buying the whole accumulated surplus value from II and pay for it in

gold which II can then use to buy means of production from I and to increase its variable

capital needed to pay for additional labour power so that the gold producer now appears as

the real external market.

‘This  assumption,  however,  is  quite  absurd.  To  accept  it  would  mean  to  make  the

expansion of social production dependent upon the expansion of gold production. (Hear,

hear!) This in turn presupposes an increase in gold production which is quite unreal. If the

gold producer were obliged to buy all the accumulated surplus value from II for his own

workers, his own variable capital would have to grow by the day and indeed by the hour.

Yet his constant capital as well as his surplus value should also grow in proportion, and

gold production as a whole would consequently  have to  take on immense dimensions.

(Hear, hear!) Instead of submitting this sophistical presumption to statistical tests – which

in any case would hardly be possible – a single fact can be adduced which would alone

refute  this  presupposition:  it  is  the  development  of  the  institution  of  credit  which

accompanies the development of capitalist economy. (Hear, hear!) Credit has the tendency

to  diminish  the  amount  of  money  in  circulation  (this  decrease  being,  of  course,  only
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relative,  not  absolute);  it  is  the  necessary  complement  of  a  developing  economy  of

exchange which would otherwise soon find itself hampered by a lack of coined money. I

think we need not give figures in this context to prove that the role of money in exchange-

transactions is now very small. The hypothesis is thus proved in immediate and evident

disagreement with the facts arid must be confuted.’(6)

Bravo! Bravissimo! This is really excellent! Bulgakov, however, thus ‘confutes’ also his

former explanation of the question in what way and by whom capitalised surplus value

is realised. Moreover, in refuting his own statements, Bulgakov has only explained in

somewhat  greater  detail  what  Marx expressed  in  a  single  word  when he called  the

hypothesis  of  a  gold  producer  swallowing  up  the  entire  surplus  value  of  society  –

‘absurd’.

Admittedly, Bulgakov’s real solution and that of Russian Marxists in general who deal

extensively with the problem must be sought elsewhere.  Just like Tugan-Baranovski

and  Ilyin  [Lenin],  Bulgakov  underlines  the  fact  that  the  opposing  sceptics  made  a

capital error with respect to the possibility of accumulation in analysing the value of the

aggregate  product.  They,  especially  Vorontsov,  assumed  that  the  aggregate  social

product consists in consumer goods, and they all started from the false premise that

consumption is indeed the object of capitalist production. This, as the Marxists now

explain, is the source of the entire misunderstanding – of all the imaginary difficulties

connected with the realisation of the surplus value, with which the sceptics racked their

brains.

‘This school created non-existent difficulties because of this mistaken conception. Since

the  normal  conditions  of  capitalist  production  presuppose  that  the  capitalists’

consumption fund is  only a part of the surplus value, and the smaller part at that,  the

larger being set aside for the expansion of production, it is obvious that the difficulties

imagined by this (the populist) school do not really exist.’(7)

The  unconcern  with  which  Bulgakov  here  ignores  the  real  problem  is  striking.

Apparently it has not dawned on him that the question as to the ultimate beneficiaries,

quite irrelevant so long as personal consumption of the entire surplus value is assumed,

only becomes acute on the assumption of enlarged reproduction.

All these ‘imaginary difficulties’ vanish, thanks to two discoveries of Marx’s which his

Russian pupils untiringly quote against their opponents. The first is the fact that, in

terms of value, the social product is composed, not of v + s, but of c + v + s. Secondly,

the ratio  of  c  to  v  in  this  sum continually  increases  with the  progress  of  capitalist

production, and at the same time, the capitalised part of the surplus value as against

that part of it that is consumed, is ever growing. On this basis, Bulgakov establishes a

complete theory of the relations between production and consumption in a capitalist

society. As this theory plays such an important part for the Russian Marxists in general,
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and Bulgakov in particular, it will be necessary to get better acquainted with it.

‘Consumption,’  Bulgakov  says,  ‘the  satisfaction  of  social  needs,  is  but  an  incidental

moment  in  the  circulation  of  capital.  The  volume of  production  is  determined  by  the

volume  of  capital,  and  not  by  the  amount  of  social  requirements.  Not  alone  that  the

development of, production is unaccompanied by a growth in consumption – the two are

mutually antagonistic. Capitalist production knows no other than effective consumption,

but only such persons who draw either  surplus value or  labour wages can be effective

consumers  and  their  purchasing  power  strictly  corresponds  to  the  amount  of  those

revenues. Yet we have seen that the fundamental evolutionary laws of capitalist production

tend, despite the absolute increase, to diminish the relative size of variable capital as well

as  of  the  capitalists’  consumption  fund.  We  can  say,  then,  that  the  development  of

production diminishes consumption.(8) The conditions of production and of consumption

are  thus  in  conflict.  Production  cannot  and  does  not  expand  to  further  consumption.

Expansion, however, is an inherent fundamental law of capitalist production and confronts

every individual capitalist in the form of a stern command to compete. This contradiction

is negligible in view of the fact that expanding production as such represents a market for

additional products. “Inherent contradictions are resolved by an extension of the outlying

fields of production.”’(9) (Bulgakov here quotes a saying of Marx which he has thoroughly

misunderstood; we shall later have occasion to deal with it once more.) ‘It has just been

shown  how  this  is  possible.’  (A  reference  to  the  analysis  of  the  diagram  of  enlarged

reproduction.) ‘Evidently, the greater share of the expansion is apportioned to Department

I, to the production, that is to say, of constant capital, and only a (relatively) smaller part to

Department II which produces commodities for immediate consumption. This change in

the  relations  of  the  two  departments  shows  well  enough  what  part  is  played  by

consumption in a capitalist society, and it indicates where we should expect to find the

most important demand for capitalist commodities.’(10)

‘Even within the narrow limits of the profit motive and the crises, even on this strait and

narrow path, capitalist production is capable of unlimited expansion, irrespective of, and

even despite, a decrease in consumption. The Russian literature frequently points out that

in  view of  diminishing consumption a  considerable  increase  of  capitalist  production is

impossible  without external  markets,  but  this  is  due to a wrong evaluation of  the part

played by consumption in a capitalist society, the failure to appreciate that consumption is

not the ultimate end of capitalist production. Capitalist production does not exist by the

grace of an increase in consumption but because of an extension of the outlying fields of

production which in fact constitute the market for capitalist products. A whole progression

of  Malthusian investigators,  discontented with  the  superficial  harmony doctrine  of  the

school of Say and Ricardo, have slaved away at a solution of the hopeless undertaking: to

find means of increasing consumption which the capitalist mode of production is bound to

decrease. Marx was the only one to analyse the real connections: he has shown that the

growth  of  consumption  is  fatally  lagging  behind  that  of  production,  and  must  do  so

whatever ‘third persons’ one might invent. Consumption and its volume then should by no

means be considered as establishing the immediate limits to the expansion of production.

Capitalist  production  atones  by  the  crises  for  deviating  from  the  true  purpose  of

production, but it is independent of consumption. The expansion of production is alone

limited by, and dependent upon, the volume of capital.’(11)
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The theory of Bulgakov and Tugan-Baranovski is here directly attributed to Marx. In

the eyes of the Russian Marxists, it is on the whole the direct consequence of Marx’s

doctrine, of which it forms an organic part. On another occasion Bulgakov says even

more  clearly  that  it  is  a  faithful  interpretation  of  Marx’s  diagram  of  enlarged

reproduction.  Once  a  country  has  embraced  capitalist  production,  its  internal

movement develops along the following lines:

‘The production of  constant capital makes up the Department I  of  social  reproduction,

thereby instituting an independent demand for consumption goods to the extent of both its

own variable capital and the consumption fund of its capitalists. Department II in its turn

starts the demand for the products of Department I.  Thus, a closed circle is already

formed  at  the  initial  stage  of  capitalist  production,,  in  which it  depends  on  no

external market but is self-sufficient and can grow, of itself, as it were, by means

of accumulation.’(12)

In the hands of the Russian Marxists this theory becomes the favourite stick with which

to beat their opponents, the ‘populist’ sceptics, in the question of markets. We can only

appreciate its daring to the full when we look at its amazing discrepancy with everyday

practice,  with  all  the  known  facts  of  capitalist  economy.  A  thesis  pronounced  so

triumphantly as the purest Marxist gospel is even more deserving of our admiration

when we consider that it is grounded in an extremely simple confusion. We shall have

further occasion to deal with this confusion when we come to the doctrine of Tugan-

Baranovski.

Bulgakov further develops a completely erroneous theory of foreign commerce, based

upon his misapprehension of  the  relations between consumption and production in

capitalist economy. A picture of reproduction like the above in fact has no room for

foreign commerce. If capitalism forms a ‘closed circle’ in every country from the very

beginning, if, chasing its tail like a puppy and in complete ‘self-sufficiency’, it is able of

itself  to  create  an unlimited  market  for  its  products  and can spur  itself  on to  ever

greater expansion, then every capitalist country as such must also be a closed and self-

sufficient  economic  whole.  In  but  a  single  respect  would  foreign commerce  appear

reasonable: to compensate, by imports from abroad, for certain deficiencies due to the

soil and the climate, i.e. the import of raw materials or foodstuffs from sheer necessity.

Completely upsetting the thesis of the ‘populists’, Bulgakov in fact advances a theory of

international  commerce  among  capitalist  states  which  gives,  pride  of  place  to  ‘the

import of agricultural products, with industrial exports merely providing the requisite

funds.

International traffic in commodities does not here seem to flow from the character of

the mode of production but from the natural conditions of the countries concerned.

This  theory  at  any rate  has  not  been borrowed from Marx but  from: the economic

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.22) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

7 of 11 9/20/2018, 9:40 PM



experts of the German bourgeoisie. Just as Struve took over from Wagner and Schaeffle

his Three Empire Theory, so Bulgakov adopts from the late List (R.I.P.) the division of

states on the basis of ‘agriculture’ and ‘mixed agriculture and manufacture’, or rather

adapts  it,  in  deference  to  the  times,  to  the  categories  of  ‘manufacture’  and  ‘mixed

manufacture and agriculture’. Nature has afflicted the first category with a deficiency in

raw materials and foodstuffs, making it thus dependent upon foreign commerce. The

second category has been liberally endowed with all it needs; here foreign trade is of no

account. The prototype of the first category is England, of the second – the USA. The

stoppage of foreign commerce would mean the economic death-blow to England, but

only a temporary crisis in the USA with a guarantee of full recovery.

‘Production  there  is  capable  of  unlimited  expansion  on  the  basis  of  the  internal

market.’(13)

This theory, a hoary relic of German economics even now, has obviously not the least

grasp of the interrelations obtaining in an international capitalist economy. It conceives

of modern international trade in terms that may have been appropriate to the times of

the Phoenicians. Just listen to the lecture of Professor Buecher:

‘Although  the  liberalist  era  has  greatly  facilitated  international  traffic,  it  would  be  a

mistake to infer from this that the period of a national economy is nearing its end, to be

replaced by a period of international economy ... Granted that we see in Europe to-day a

number of small countries that are not independent nations in respect of their commodity

supply, being compelled to import substantial amounts of their foodstuffs and luxuries,

while  their  industrial  productivity  is  in  excess  of  the  national  needs  and  creates  a

permanent surplus for which employment must be found in alien spheres of consumption.

Yet although countries of industrial production and those producing raw materials exist

side by side and depend upon one another, such “international division of labour” should

not be regarded as a sign that mankind is about to attain to a higher stage of development

which  it  would  be  proper  to  contrast,  under  the  label  of  world  economy,  with  the  ...

previous stages. No stage of economic development has ever permanently guaranteed full

autonomy in the satisfaction of wants. Every one of them has left certain gaps which had to

be filled in by some means or, other. So-called “international economy”, on the other hard,

has not, at any rate so far, engendered any phenomena which are essentially different from

those of national economy, and we very much doubt that such phenomena will appear in

the near future.’(14)

As far as Bulgakov is concerned, his conception at any rate results in an unexpected

conclusion:  his  theory  of  the  unlimited  capacity  for  development  of  capitalism  is

confined to certain countries with favourable natural conditions. Capitalism in England

is foredoomed because the world market will be exhausted before long. In the USA,

India  and  Russia  it  can  look  forward  to  an  unlimited  development  because  these

countries are ‘self-sufficient’.
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Apart  from  these  obvious  peculiarities,  Bulgakov’s  arguments  about  foreign

commerce  again  imply  a  fundamental  misconception.  Against  the  sceptics,  from

Sismondi to Nikolayon, who believed that they had to take recourse to outside markets

for the realisation of capitalist surplus value, he chiefly argues as follows:

‘These experts obviously consider external commerce as a “bottomless pit” to swallow up in

all eternity the surplus value which cannot be got rid of inside the country.’

Bulgakov for his part triumphantly points out that foreign commerce is indeed not a pit

and certainly not a bottomless one, but rather appears as a double-edged sword, that

exports  always  belong  with  imports,  and  that  the  two  usually  counterbalance  one

another.  Thus,  whatever  is  pushed out  over  one border,  will  be  brought  back,  in  a

changed use-form, over another.

‘We must find room for the commodities that have been imported as an equivalent of those

exported, within the bounds of the given market, and as this is impossible, ex hypothesi, it

would only generate new difficulties to have recourse to an external demand.’(15)

On another occasion he says that the way to realise the surplus value found by the

Russian ‘populists’, viz. external markets, is much less favourable than that discovered

by  Malthus,  v.  Kirchmann  and  Vorontsov  himself  when  he  wrote  the  essay  On

Militarism and Capitalism’.(16)

Although Bulgakov fervently copies Marx’s diagram of reproduction, he here exhibits

no grasp whatever of the real problem towards which the sceptics from Sismondi to

Nikolayon  were  groping  their  way.  He  denies  that  foreign  commerce  solves  the

difficulty as pretended, since it again brings the surplus value that has been disposed of

into the country, although in a ‘changed form’. In conformity with the crude picture of

v. Kirchmann and Vorontsov, he thus believes the problem to be that of destroying a

certain quantity of the surplus value, of wiping it from the face of the earth. It simply

does not occur to him that the real problem is the realisation of the surplus value, the

metamorphosis of commodities, in fact the ‘changed form’ of the surplus value.

Bulgakov thus finally arrives at the same goal as Struve, though by a different route.

He preaches the self-sufficiency of capitalist accumulation which swallows up its own

product as Kronos swallows up his children, and breeds ever more vigorously without

help  from  outside.  Now  only  one  further  step  is  needed  for  Marxism  to  revert  to

bourgeois economics, and this, as luck would have it, was taken by Tugan-Baranovski.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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Footnotes

(1) S. Bulgakov, On the Markets of Capitalist Production. A study in Theory (Moscow
1897), p.15.

(2) Ibid., p.32, footnote.

(3) Ibid., p.27.

(4) Ibid., pp.2-3.

(5) Ibid., pp.50, 55.

(6) Ibid., pp.132ff.

(7) Ibid., p.20.

(8) Bulgakov’s italics.

(9) Capital, vol.ii, p.387.

(10) Bulgakov, op. cit., p.161.

(11) Ibid., p.167.

(12) Ibid., p.210 (our italics).

(13) Ibid., p.199.

(14) K. Buecher, The Rise of National Economy (Die Entstehung der Volkswirtschaft),
5th edition, p.147. Professor Sombart’s theory is the most recent contribution in this field. He
argues that we are not moving towards an international economy but rather farther and farther
away from it.  ‘I  maintain,  on the contrary,  that  commercial  relations to-day do not  form a
stronger but rather a weaker link between the civilised nations, in relation to their economy as a
whole. Individual economy takes not more but rather less account of the world market than it
did a hundred or fifty years ago.  At  least ...  it  would be wrong to assume that  the relative
importance of international relations with regard to modern political economy is increasing.
The  opposite  is  the  case.’  Sombart  scornfully  rejects  the  assumption  of  a  progressive
international division of labour, of a growing need for outside markets owing to an inelastic
home demand. He in his turn is convinced that the ‘individual national economies will develop
into  ever  more  perfect  microcosms  and  that  the  importance  of  the  home  market  will
increasingly surpass that of the world market for all  branches of  industry’  (Die  Deutsche
Volkswirtschaft im 19. Jahrhundert,  2nd edition,  1909,  pp.399-420).  This  devastating
discovery admittedly hinges on a full acceptance of the Professor’s peculiar conception which,
for some reasons, only considers those as ‘exporting countries’ who pay for their imports with a
surplus of agricultural products over and above their own needs, who pay ‘with the soil’. In this
scheme Russia, Rumania, the USA and the Argentine are, but Germany, England and Belgium
are not, ‘exporting countries’. Since capitalist development will sooner or later also claim the
surplus of agricultural products for the home demand in Russia and the USA, it evident that
there will be fewer and fewer ‘exporting countries’ in the world – international economy will
vanish.  Another  of  Sombart’s  discoveries  is  that  great  capitalist  ‘non-exporting’  countries
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increasingly  obtain  ‘free’  imports  in  form of  interest  on  exported capital  –  but  the  capital
exports as well as exports of industrial commodities are of absolutely no account to Professor
Sombart.  ‘In the course of  time we shall  probably  get  to  a  point  where we import  without
exporting’ (p.422). Modern, sensational, and precious!

(15) Bulgakov, op. cit., p.132.

(16) Ibid., p.236. A quite uncompromising version of the same view is given by V. Ilyin [Lenin];
‘The romanticists (as he calls the sceptics) argue as follows; the capitalists cannot consume the
surplus value; therefore they must dispose of it abroad. I ask: Do the capitalists perhaps give
away their products to foreigners for nothing, throw it into the sea, maybe? If they sell it, it
means that they obtain an equivalent. If they export certain goods, it means that they import
others’ (Economic Studies and Essays, p.2). As a matter of fact, his explanation of the part
played by external commerce in capitalist production is far more correct than that of Struve and
Bulgakov.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Third Round

Struve-Bulgakov-Tugan Baranovski v. Vorontsov-
Nikolayon

Chapter 23

We  have  left  this  theorist  to  the  end,  although  he  already  developed  his  views  in

Russian  in  1894,  i.e.  before  Struve  and  Bulgakov,  partly  because  he  only  gave  his

theories  their  mature  form  in  German  at  a  later  date,(1)  and  also  because  the

conclusions he draws from the premises of the Marxist critics are the most far-reaching

in their implications.

Like Bulgakov, Tugan Baranovski starts from Marx’s analysis of social reproduction

which gave him the clue to this bewildering maze of problems. But while Bulgakov, the

enthusiastic disciple of Marx, only sought to follow him faithfully and simply attributed

his own conclusions to the master, Tugan Baranovski, on the other hand, lays down the

law to Marx who, in his opinion, did not know how to turn his brilliant exposition of the

reproductive  process  to  good  account.  Tugan  Baranovski’s  most  important  general

conclusion from Marx’s principles, the pivot of his whole theory, is that, contrary to the

assumptions  of  the  sceptics,  capitalist  accumulation  is  not  only  possible  under  the

capitalist forms of revenue and consumption, but is, in fact, completely independent of
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both. It is not consumption, he says, but production itself which makes for the best

market. Production and the market are therefore the same, and since the expansion of

production is unlimited in itself, the market, the capacity to absorb its products, has no

limits either.

‘The diagram quoted’, he says, ‘was to prove conclusively a postulate which, though simple

enough, might easily give rise to objections, unless the process be adequately understood –

the postulate, namely, that capitalist production creates a market for itself. So long as it is

possible  to  expand  social  production,  if  the  productive  forces  are  adequate  for  this

purpose,  the  proportionate  division  of  social  production  must  also  bring  about  a

corresponding expansion  of  the  demand inasmuch as  under  such  conditions  all  newly

produced goods represent a newly created purchasing power for the acquisition of other

goods.  Comparing simple  reproduction of  the  social  capital  with its  reproduction on a

rising scale,  we arrive at  the most important conclusion that in capitalist  economy the

demand  for  commodities  is  in  a  sense  independent  of  the  total  volume  of  social

consumption. Absurd as it may seem to “common-sense”, it is yet possible that the volume

of social consumption as a whole goes down while at the same time the aggregate social

demand for commodities grows.’(2)

And again further on:

‘Arising from abstract analysis of the reproductive process of social capital we have formed

the  conclusion  that  nothing  will  be  left  over  of  the  social  product  in  view  of  the

proportionate division of the social capital.’(3)

Accordingly Tugan Baranovski subjects Marx’s theory of crises to a revision which he

claims to have developed from Sismondi’s ‘over-consumption’.

‘Marx is in substantial agreement with the general view that the poverty of the workers, i.e.

of the great majority of the population, makes it impossible to realise the products of an

ever expanding capitalist production, since it causes a decline in demand. This opinion is

definitely  mistaken.  We have seen  that  capitalist  production  creates  its  own market  –

consumption being only one of the moments of capitalist production. In a planned social

production  if  the  leaders  of  production  were  equipped with all  information  about  the

demand and with  the  power  to  transfer  labour  and  capital  freely  from one  branch  of

production to another, then, however low the level of social consumption, the supply of

commodities would not exceed the demand.’(4)

The only circumstance which periodically causes the market to be flooded is a lack of

proportion in the enlargement of  production.  On this  assumption,  therefore,  Tugan

Baranovski describes the course of capitalist accumulation as follows:

‘What would the workers ... produce if production were organised on proportionate lines?

Obviously their own means of subsistence and production. With what object? To expand

production  in  the  second  year.  The  production  of  what  products?  Again  of  means  of

production and subsistence for the workers – and so on ad infinitum.’(5)
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This game of question and answer, mind you, is not a form of self-mockery, it is meant

in all seriousness.

‘If  the  expansion of  production has  no practical  limits,  then we must assume that  the

expansion of markets is equally unlimited, for if  social  production is  proportionately

organised,  there  is  no  limit  to  the  expansion  of  the  market  other  than  the

productive forces available.’(8)

Since production thus creates its own demand, foreign commerce of capitalist states is

also assigned that peculiar mechanistic function we have already met in Bulgakov. A

foreign market, for instance, is an absolute necessity for England.

‘Does not this prove that capitalist production creates a surplus product for which there is

no room on the internal market? Why, come to that,  does England require an external

market? The answer is not difficult: because a considerable part of England’s purchasing

power is expended on obtaining foreign commodities. The import of foreign commodities

for the English home market also makes it essential to export English commodities abroad.

Since  England  cannot  manage  without  importing  from  abroad,  exports  are  a  vital

condition  for  that  country,  since  without  them  she  would  not  be  able  to  pay  for  her

imports.’(7)

Here again agricultural imports are described as a stimulating and decisive factor, quite

in accordance with the scheme of the German professors.

What, then, is the general line of reasoning on which Tugan Baranovski supports his

daring solution of the problem of accumulation, the new revelation on the problem of

crises and a whole lot of others? Hard to believe, but quite incontrovertible for all that,

Tugan  Baranovski’s  proof  consists  exclusively  and  entirely  –  in  Marx’s  diagram  of

enlarged  reproduction,  no  more  no  less.  Although  he  repeatedly  refers  rather

pompously to his ‘abstract analysis of the reproductive process of social capital’, to the

‘conclusive logic’ of his analysis,  this entire analysis is nothing but a copy of Marx’s

diagram of enlarged reproduction, with a different set of figures. Nowhere in the entire

works  of  Tugan Baranovski  shall  we find a  trace  of  any other argument.  In Marx’s

diagram, admittedly, accumulation, production, realisation and exchange run smoothly

with clockwork precision, and no doubt this kind of ‘accumulation’ can continue ad

infinitum, just as long, that is to say, as ink and paper do not run out. And it is this

harmless written exercise with mathematical equations which Tugan Baranovski quite

seriously considers a demonstration of such a course in real events.

‘The diagrams we have adduced are bound to prove conclusively that ...’

On  another  occasion  he  counters  Hobson,  who  is  convinced  that  accumulation  is

impossible, with the following words:
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‘Diagram No.2 of the reproduction of social capital on a rising scale corresponds to the

case of capital accumulation Hobson has in mind. But does this diagram show a surplus

product to come into being? Far from it.’(8)

Hobson is refuted and the matter settled because ‘in the Diagram’ no surplus product

comes into being.

Admittedly, Tugan Baranovski knows quite well that in hard fact things do not work

out  so  smoothly.  There  are  continual  fluctuations  in  the  exchange  relations  and

periodical crises. But these crises happen only because in the expansion of production

the proper proportions are not maintained, because, that is to say, the proportions, of

‘diagram No.2’ are not observed in the first place. If they were, there would be no crisis,

and capitalist production could get along as nicely as it does on paper, in every detail.

Tugan Baranovski is committed to the view that we can ignore the crises if we consider

the reproductive process as a continuous process.  Although the ‘proportion’  may be

upset  at  any  moment,  yet  on  average  it  will  always  be  re-established  by  different

deviations,  by price-fluctuations from day to day, and in the long run by periodical

crises. That on the whole this ‘proportion’ is more or less maintained is proved by the

fact that capitalist economy is still  going strong – otherwise it would long ago have

ended in chaos and collapse. In the long run, then, Tugan Baranovski’s ‘proportion’ is

observed by and large, and we must conclude that reality obeys ‘diagram No.2’. And

since this diagram can be indefinitely extended, it follows that capitalist accumulation

can also proceed ad infinitum.

What is striking in all  this is not Tugan Baranovski’s conclusion that the diagram

corresponds to the actual course of events – as we have seen, Bulgakov also shared this

belief; the really startling fact is that Tugan Baranovski sees no necessity for as much as

inquiring  whether  the  diagram is  correct,  that,  instead  of  proving the  diagram,  he

considers this, the arithmetical exercise on paper, as proof of the actual state of affairs.

Bulgakov honestly tried to  project  Marx’s  diagram on the real  concrete  relations of

capitalist  economy  and  of  capitalist  exchange;  he  endeavoured  to  overcome  the

difficulties resulting from it, though without success, it is true, remaining to the last

involved  with  Marx’s  analysis,  which  he  himself  recognised  to  be  incomplete  and

fragmentary.  But  Tugan  Baranovski  does  not  need  any  proof,  he  does  not  greatly

exercise his brains:  since the arithmetical  sums come out satisfactorily,  and may be

continued ad lib.,  this is to him proof that capitalist accumulation can also proceed

without let or hindrance – provided the said ‘proportion’ obtains, which it will have to

do by hook or by crook, as he himself would not dream of denying.

Tugan Baranovski, however, has one indirect proof that the diagram with its strange

results  corresponds  to,  and  truly  reflects,  reality.  This  is  the  fact  that  capitalist
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production, quite in accordance with Marx’s diagram, puts human consumption second

to production, that it conceives of the former as a means and of the latter as an end in

itself; just as it puts human labour, the ‘worker’, on a par with the machine.

‘Technical  progress  is  expressed  by  the  fact  that  the  means  of  labour,  the  machine,

increases  more  and  more  in  importance  as  compared  to  living  labour,  to  the  worker

himself. Means of production play an ever growing part in the productive process and on

the commodity market.  Compared to the machine, the worker recedes further into the

background and the demand resulting from the consumption of the workers is also put

into  the  shade  by  that  which  results  from  productive  consumption  by  the  means  of

production.  The  entire  workings  of  capitalist  economy  take  on  the  character  of  a

mechanism existing on its  own, as it  were, in which human consumption appears as a

simple moment of the reproductive process and the circulation of capitals.’(9)

Tugan Baranovski considers this discovery as a fundamental law of the capitalist mode

of production, which is confirmed by a quite tangible phenomenon: with the progress of

capitalist development Department I goes on growing relatively to, and at the expense

of, Department II. It was Marx himself who, as we all know, set up this law in which he

grounded the schematic exposition of reproduction, though in the further development

of  his  diagram  he  ignored  subsequent  alterations  for  simplicity’s  sake.  This,  the

automatic  growth  of  the  producer  goods  as  compared  with  the  consumer  goods

department affords Tugan Baranovski the only objective proof of his theory: that in

capitalist  society  human  consumption  becomes  increasingly  unimportant;  and

production more and more an end in itself. This thesis forms the corner-stone of his

entire theoretical edifice.

‘In all  the industrial countries’, he proclaims, ‘we are confronted with the same type of

development  –  the  development  of  national  economy  everywhere  follows  the  same

fundamental law. The mining industry which creates the means of production for modern

industry  comes  more  and  more  to  the  fore.  The  relative  decrease  in  the  export  of

immediately consumable manufactured goods from Britain is thus also an expression of

the  fundamental  law  governing  capitalist  development.  The  further  technical  progress

advances, the more do consumer goods recede as compared with producer goods. Human

consumption plays an ever decreasing part as against the productive consumption of the

means of production.’(10)

Although this ‘fundamental law’ like all his other ‘fundamental’ laws, in so far as they

mean anything at all,  is borrowed ready-made from Marx, Baranovski does not rest

content  with  this  and  immediately  proceeds  to  preach  the  Marxist  gospel  to  Marx

himself. Scrabbling about like a blind hen, Marx has turned up another pearl – Tugan

will  give him that  – only  he does not  know what  to do with it.  It  needed a  Tugan

Baranovski  to  know  how  to  make  it  useful  to  science,  and  in  his  hand  the  newly

discovered  law  suddenly  throws  a  new  light  on  the  whole  workings  of  capitalist

economy. This law of the expansion in the department of producer goods at the cost of
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that of consumer goods reveals clearly, concisely, exactly, and in measurable terms, that

capitalist  society  attaches  progressively  less  importance  to  human  consumption,

putting man on the same level as the means of production, and that Marx was therefore

completely wrong both in assuming that man alone, not the machine, too, can be the

creator of surplus value, and in saying, further, that human consumption represents a

limit for capitalist production which is bound to cause periodical crises in the present,

and the collapse and terrible end of capitalist economy in the near future. In short, the

‘fundamental law’ governing the increase of producer as compared to consumer goods

reflects  the  singular  nature  of  capitalist  society  as  a  whole  which  Marx  had  not

understood and which to interpret happily fell to the lot of Tugan Baranovski.

We have seen above the decisive part played by the fundamental law of capital in the

controversy  between the  Russian Marxists  and the  sceptics.  Bulgakov’s  remarks  we

already know; another Marxist already referred to, Vladimir Ilyin, expresses himself in

similar terms in his polemics against the populists:

‘It is well known that the law of capitalist production consists in the fact that the constant

capital grows more rapidly than the variable capital, that is to say an ever increasing part of

the  newly  formed  capital  falls  to  the  department  of  social  production  which  creates

producer goods. In consequence, this department is absolutely bound to grow more rapidly

than the department creating consumer goods, that is to say, the very thing happens which

Sismondi declared to be “impossible”, “dangerous”, etc. In consequence, consumer goods

make up a smaller and smaller share of the total bulk of capitalist production, and this is

entirely in accordance with the historical  “mission” of  capitalism and its  specific social

structure: the former in fact consists in the development of the productive forces of society

(production as an end in itself), and the latter prevents that the mass of the population

should turn them to use.’ (11)

In this respect, of course, Tugan Baranovski goes even farther. With his love of paradox

he  actually  permits  himself  the  joke  of  submitting  a  mathematical  proof  that

accumulation of capital and expansion of production are possible even if the absolute

volume of production decreases. In this connection, Karl Kautsky has pointed out, he

had recourse to a somewhat dubious scientific subterfuge, namely that he shaped his

daring  deductions  exclusively  for  a  specific  moment:  the  transition  from simple  to

enlarged reproduction – a moment which is exceptional even in theory, but certainly of

no practical significance whatever.(12)

As to Tugan Baranovski’s ‘fundamental law’, Kautsky declares it to be a mere illusion

due to the fact that Tugan Baranovski considered the organisation of production only in

the old countries of capitalist big industry.

‘It  is  correct’,  Kautsky  says,  ‘that  with  a  progressive  division  of  labour,  there  will  be

comparatively fewer and fewer factories etc. for the production of goods direct for personal
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consumption, together with a relative increase in the number of those which supply both

the former and one another with tools, machines, raw materials, transport facilities and so

on. While in original peasant economy an enterprise that cultivated the flax also made the

linen with its own tools and got it ready for human consumption, nowadays hundreds of

enterprises may share in the manufacture of a single shirt, by producing raw cotton, iron

rails, steam engines and railway trucks that bring it to port, and so on. With international

division of labour it will happen that some countries – the old industrial countries – can

only slowly expand their production for personal consumption; while making large strides

in their production of producer goods which is much more decisive for the heartbeat of

economic life than the production of consumer goods. From the point of view of the nation

concerned, we might easily form the opinion that producer goods can be turned out on a

constantly  rising  scale  with  a  more  rapid  rate  of  increase  than  in  the  production  of

consumer goods, and that their production is not bound up with that of the latter.’

The opinion, that producer goods can be produced independent of consumption, is of

course a mirage of Tugan Baranovski’s,  typical of vulgar economics. Not so the fact

cited in support of this fallacy: the quicker growth of Department I as compared with

Department II  is  beyond dispute,  not  only in  old industrial  countries  but  wherever

technical progress plays a decisive part in production. It is the foundation also of Marx’s

fundamental law that the rate of  profit  tends to fall.  Yet in spite of  it  all,  or rather

precisely for this reason, it is a howler if Bulgakov, Ilyin and Tugan Baranovski imagine

to have discovered in this law the essential nature of capitalist economy as an economic

system  in  which  production  is  an  end  in  itself  and  human  consumption  merely

incidental.

The growth of the constant at the expense of the variable capital is only the capitalist

expression  of  the  general  effects  of  increasing  labour  productivity.  The  formula  c

greater than v (c > v), translated from the language of capitalism into that of the social

labour  process,  means  only  that  the  higher  the  productivity  of  human  labour,  the

shorter the time needed to change a given quantity of means of production into finished

products.(13)

This is a universal law of human labour. It has been valid in all pre-capitalist forms of

production and will also be valid in the future in a socialist order of society. In terms of

the material use-form of society’s aggregate product, this law must manifest itself by

more and more social labour time being employed in the manufacture of producer than

of consumer goods. In a planned and controlled social economy, organised on socialist

lines, this transformation would in fact be more rapid even than it is in contemporary

capitalist economy. In the first place, rational scientific techniques can only be applied

on the largest scale when the barriers of private ownership in land are abolished. This

will  result  in  an  immense  revolution  in  vast  provinces  of  production  which  will

ultimately amount to a replacement of living labour by machine labour, and which will

enable  us  to  tackle  technical  jobs  on  a  scale  quite  impossible  under  present  day
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conditions. Secondly, the general use of machinery in the productive process will be put

on a new economic basis. At present the machine does not compete with living labour

but only with that part of it that is paid. The cost of the labour power which is replaced

by the machine represents the lowest limit of the applicability of the machine. Which

means that the capitalist becomes interested in a machine only when the costs of its

production – assuming the same level of performance – amount to less than the wages

of the workers it replaces. From the point of view of the social labour process which is

the only one to matter in a socialist society, the machine competes not with the labour

that is necessary to maintain the worker but with the labour he actually performs. In

other words, in a society that is not governed by the profit motive but aims at saving

human labour, the use of machinery is economic-aims indicated just as soon as it can

save more human labour than is necessary for making it, not to mention the many cases

where  the  use  of  machinery  is  desirable  even  if  it  does  not  answer  this  economic

minimum – for reasons of  health  and similar  considerations,  in the interest  of  the

workers  themselves.  However  that  may  be,  the  tension  between  the  respective

economic usefulness of the machine in (a) a capitalist, and (b) a socialist society is at

least equal to the difference between labour and that part of it that is paid; it is, in other

words, the precise equivalent of the whole capitalist surplus value. Consequently, if the

capitalist profit motive is abolished and a social organisation of labour introduced, the

marginal  use of  the machine will  suddenly  be increased by the whole  extent of  the

capitalist surplus value, so that an enormous field, not to be gauged as yet, will be open

to the triumphal march of the machine. This would be tangible proof that the capitalist

mode of production, alleged to spur on to the optimum technical development, in fact

sets large social limits to technical progress, in form of the profit motive on which it is

based. It would show that as soon as these limits are abolished, technical progress will

develop such a powerful drive that the technical marvels of capitalist production will be

child’s play in comparison.

In terms of the composition of the social product, this technical transformation can

only mean that,  compared to the production of  consumer goods,  the  production of

producer goods – measured in units of labour time – must increase more rapidly in a

socialist  society  than  it  does  even  to-day.  Thus  the  relation  between  the  two

departments of  social  production which the Russian Marxists  took to  reveal  typical

capitalist  baseness,  the  neglect  of  man’s  need  to  consume,  rather  proves  to  be  the

precise manifestation of the progressive subjection of nature to social labour, which will

become even more striking when production is organised solely with a view to human

needs. The only objective proof for Tugan Baranovski’s ‘fundamental law’ thus collapses

as  a  ‘fundamental’  confusion.  His  whole  construction,  including  his  ‘new  theory  of

crises’, together with the ‘lack of proportion’, is reduced to its foundations on paper: a

slavish copy of Marx’s diagram of enlarged reproduction.
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(11)  V. Ilyin [Lenin], Studies and Essays in Economics  (Ökonomische Studien und
Artikel. Zur Charakterisierung des ökonomischen Romantizismus,  St.  Petersburg
1899),  p.20.  – Incidentally,  the same author is  responsible  for  the statement that  enlarged
reproduction begins only with capitalism. It quite escapes him that under conditions of simple
reproduction, which he takes to be the rule for all pre-capitalist modes of production, we should
probably never have advanced beyond the stage of the paleolithic scraper. [The tool that some
humans used, perhaps to skin a deer or a wild horse, around 250,000 years ago – B.B.]

(12) Die  Neue  Zeit,  vol.xx,  part  2,  Krisentheorien,  p.116.  Kautsky’s  mathematical
demonstration to Tugan Baranovski that consumption is bound to grow, and ‘in the precise
ratio as the bulk of producer goods in terms of value’, calls for two comments: first, like Marx,
Kautsky paid no attention to the progress in the productivity of labour so that consumption
appears to have a relatively larger volume than it would in fact have. Secondly, the increase in
consumption  to  which  Kautsky  here  refers,  is  only  a  consequence,  a  result  of  enlarged
reproduction, it is neither its basis nor its aim; it is mainly due to the growth of the variable
capital,  the  continual  employment  of  additional  workers.  The  upkeep  of  these  workers,
however, neither is nor ought to be the object of the expansion of reproduction – no more, for
that  matter,  than  the  increasing  personal  consumption  of  the  capitalist  class.  Kautsky’s
argument no doubt refutes Tugan Baranovski’s pet notion: the whimsy to construe enlarged
reproduction  with  an  absolute  decrease  in  consumption.  But  for  all  that,  he  does  not  get
anywhere near the fundamental problem, the relations between production and consumption
under the aspect of the reproductive process; though we are told in another passage of the same
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work:

‘With the capitalists growing richer, and the workers they exploit increasing in numbers,

they constitute between them a market for the consumer goods produced by capitalist big

industry which expands continually, yet it does not grow as rapidly as the accumulation of

capital  and  the  productivity  of  labour,  and  must  therefore  remain  inadequate.  An

additional  market  is  required  for  these  consumer  goods,  a  market  outside  their  own

province, among those occupational groups and nations whose mode of production is not

yet capitalistic. This market is found and also widens increasingly, but the expansion is

again  too  slow,  since  the  additional  market  is  not  nearly  so  elastic  and  capable  of

expansion  as  the  capitalist  productive  process.  As  soon  as  capitalist  production  has

developed  to  the  big  industry  stage,  as  in  England  already  in  the  first  quarter  of  the

nineteenth century,  it  is  capable of  expanding by leaps and bounds so as soon to out-

distance  all  expansions  of  the  market.  Every  period  of  prosperity  subsequent  to  a

considerable extension of the market is thus from the outset doomed to an early end – the

inevitable crisis. This, in brief, is the theory of crises established by Marx, and, as far as we

can see, generally accepted by the “orthodox” Marxists.’ (ibid., p.80).

Kautsky, however, is not interested in harmonising this conception of the realisation of the
aggregate  product  with  Marx’s  diagram of  enlarged  reproduction,  perhaps  because,  as  our
quotation also shows, he deals with the problem solely from the aspect of crises, regarding, in
other words, the social product as a more or less homogeneous bulk of goods and ignoring the
fact that it is differentiated in the reproductive process.

L. Boudin seems to come closer to the crucial point. In his brilliant review on Tugan Baranovski
he gives the following formulation:

‘With  a  single  exception  to  be  considered  below,  the  existence  of  surplus  product  in

capitalist  countries  does  not  put  a  spoke  in  the  wheel  of  production,  not  because

production will be distributed more efficiently among the various spheres, or because the

manufacture  of  machinery will  replace that  of  cotton goods.  The reason is  rather that,

capitalist development having begun sooner in some countries than in others, and because

even to-day there are still some countries that have no developed capitalism, the capitalist

countries in truth have at their disposal an outside market in which they can get rid of their

products which they cannot consume themselves, no matter whether these are cotton or

iron goods. We would by no means deny that it is significant if iron goods replace cotton

goods  as  the  main products  of  the  principal  capitalist  countries.  On the  contrary,  this

change is of paramount importance, but its implications are rather different from those

ascribed to it by Tugan Baranovski. It indicates the beginning of the end of capitalism. So

long as  the  capitalist  countries exported commodities  for  the purpose of  consumption,

there was still a hope for capitalism in these countries, and the question did not arise how

much and how long the non-capitalist outside world would be able to absorb capitalist

commodities. The growing share of machinery at the cost of consumer goods in what is

exported from the main capitalist countries shows that areas which were formerly free of

capitalism, and therefore served as a dumping-ground for its surplus products, are now

drawn  into  the  whirlpool  of  capitalism.  It  shows  that,  since  they  are  developing  a

capitalism of their own, they can by themselves produce the consumer goods they need. At

present they still require machinery produced by capitalist methods since they are only in

the initial stages of capitalist development. But all too soon they will need them no longer.

Just as they now make their  own cotton and other consumer goods they will  in future
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produce their own iron ware. Then they will not only cease to absorb the surplus produce

of the essentially capitalist countries, but they will themselves produce surplus products

which they can place only with difficulty’ (Die Neue Zeit, vol.xxv, part 1, Mathematische

Formeln gegen Karl Marx, p.604).

Boudin  here  broaches  an  important  aspect  of  the  general  relations  pertaining  to  the
development of international capitalism. Further, as a logical consequence, he comes to the
question of imperialism but unfortunately he finally puts the wrong kind of edge on his acute
analysis by considering the whole of militarist production together with the system of exporting
international capital to non-capitalist countries under the heading of ‘reckless expenditure’ –
We must say in parenthesis that Bouding, just like Kautsky, holds that the law of a quicker
growth  in  the  means-of-production  department  relative  to  the  means-of-subsistence
department is a delusion of Tugan Baranovski’s.

(13)  ‘Apart  from natural  conditions,  such as  fertility  of  the  soil,  etc.,  and  from the  skill  of
independent  and  isolated  producers  (shown  rather  qualitatively  in  the  genus  than
quantitatively in the mass of their products), the degree of productivity of labour, in a capitalist
society, is expressed in the relative extent of the means of production that one labourer, during
a given time, with the same tension of labour-power, turns into products. The mass of means of
production which he thus transforms, increases with the productiveness of his labour. But those
means of production play a double part. The increase of some is a consequence, that of the
others a condition of the increasing productivity of labour. E.g., with the division of labour in
manufacture, and with the use of machinery, more raw material is worked up in the same time
and, therefore, a greater mass of raw material and auxiliary substances enter into the labour-
process. That is the consequence of the increasing productivity of labour. On the other hand,
the mass of machinery, beasts of burden, mineral manures, drainpipes, etc., is a condition of
the increasing productivity of labour. So also is it with the means of production concentrated in
buildings,  furnaces,  means  of  transport,  etc.  But  whether  condition  or  consequence,  the
growing extent of the means of production, as compared with the labour-power incorporated
with them, is an expression of the growing productiveness of labour. The increase of the latter
appears, therefore, in the diminution of the mass of labour in proportion to the mass of means
of production moved by it, or in the diminution of the subjective factor of the labour-process as
compared with the objective factor’ (Capital, vol.i, pp.635-6). And yet another passage: ‘We
have seen previously, that with the development of the productivity of labour and therefore with
the development of the capitalist mode of production, which develops the socially productive
power of labour more than all previous modes of production, there is a steady increase of the
mass of means of production, which are permanently embodied in the productive process as
instruments of labour and perform their function in it for a longer or shorter time at repeated
intervals (buildings, machinery, etc.); also, that this increase is at the same time the premise
and result  of  the development of  the productivity of  social  labour.  It  is especially capitalist
production, which is characterised by relative as well as absolute growth of this sort of wealth’
(Capital, vol.i, chap.xxiii, 2). ‘The material forms of existence of constant capital, the means of
production, do not consist merely of such instruments of labour, but also of raw material in
various stages of finished and of auxiliary substances. With the enlargement of the scale of
production and the increase in the productivity of labour by co-operation, division of labour,
machinery, etc., the mass of raw materials and auxiliary substances used in the daily process of
reproduction, grows likewise’ (Capital, vol.ii, p.160).

The Accumulation of Capital
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Two

Historical Exposition of the Problem
*

Third Round

Struve-Bulgakov-Tugan Baranovski v. Vorontsov-
Nikolayon

Chapter 24

THE Russian ‘legalist’ Marxists, and Tugan Baranovski above all, can claim the credit,

in their  struggle against the doubters of  capitalist  accumulation,  of  having enriched

economic theory by an application of Marx’s analysis of the social reproductive process

and it schematic representation in the second volume of Capital. But in view of the fact

that this same Tugan Baranovski quite wrongly regarded said diagram as the solution to

the problem instead of its formulation, his conclusions were bound to reverse the basic

order of Marx’s doctrine.

Tugan Baranovski’s approach, according to which capitalist  production can create

unlimited markets and is independent of consumption, leads him straight on to the

thesis  of  Say-Ricardo,  i.e.  a  natural  balance  between  production  and consumption,

between supply and demand. The difference is simply that those two only thought in

terms  of  simple  commodity  circulation,  whilst  Tugan  Baranovski  applies  the  same

doctrine to the circulation of  capital.  His theory of  crises being caused by a ‘lack of

proportion’  is  in  effect  just  a  paraphrase  of  Say’s  old  trite  absurdity:  the  over-
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production of any one commodity only goes to show under-production of another; and

Tugan Baranovski simply translates this nonsense into the terminology used in Marx’s

analysis  of  the  reproductive  process.  Even  though  he  declares  that,  Say

notwithstanding, general over-production is quite possible in the light of the circulation

of  money  which  the  former  had  entirely  neglected,  yet  it  is  in  fact  this  very  same

neglect, the besetting sin of Say and Ricardo in their dealings with the problem of crises

which is the condition for his delightful manipulations with Marx’s diagram. As soon as

it is applied to the circulation of money, ‘diagram No.2’ begins to bristle with spikes and

barbs. Bulgakov was caught in these spikes when he attempted to follow up Marx’s

interrupted  analysis  to  a  logical  conclusion.  This  compound  of  forms  of  thought

borrowed  from  Marx  with  contents  derived  from  Say  and  Ricardo  is  what  Tugan

Baranovski  modestly  calls  his  ‘attempt  at  a  synthesis  between  Marx’s  theory  and

classical economics’.

After  almost a century,  the theory of  optimism which holds,  in the face  of  petty-

bourgeois doubts, that capitalist production is capable of development, returns, by way

of Marx’s doctrine and its ‘legalist’  champions, to its point of departure, to Say and

Ricardo. The three ‘Marxists’ join forces with the bourgeois ‘harmonists’ of the Golden

Age shortly before the Fall when bourgeois economics was expelled from the Garden of

Innocence – the circle is closed.

There can be no doubt that the ‘legalist’  Russian Marxists achieved a victory over

their opponents, the ‘populists’, but that victory was rather too thorough. In the heat of

battle, all three – Struve, Bulgakov and Tugan Baranovski – overstated their case. The

question was whether capitalism in general,  and Russian capitalism in particular,  is

capable of development; these Marxists, however, proved this capacity to the extent of

even  offering  theoretical  proof  that  capitalism  can  go  on  for  ever.  Assuming  the

accumulation of capital to be without limits, one has obviously proved the unlimited

capacity of capitalism to survive! Accumulation is the specifically capitalist method of

expanding production, of furthering labour productivity, of developing the productive

forces, of economic progress. If the capitalist mode of production can ensure boundless

expansion of the productive forces, of economic progress, it is invincible indeed. The

most important objective argument in support of socialist theory breaks down; socialist

political  action and the ideological  import  of  the  proletarian class  struggle  cease  to

reflect economic events, and socialism no longer appears an historical necessity. Setting

out to show that capitalism is possible, this trend of reasoning ends up by showing that

socialism is impossible.

The three Russian Marxists were fully aware that in the course of the dispute they

had made an about-turn, though Struve, in his enthusiasm for the cultural mission of
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capitalism, does not worry about giving up a useful warrant.(1) Bulgakov tried to stop

the gaps now made in socialist theory with another fragment of the same theory as best

he could: he hoped that capitalist society might yet perish, in spite of the immanent

balance between production and consumption, because of the declining profit rate. But

it was he himself who finally cut away the ground from under this somewhat precarious

comfort. Forgetting the straw he had offered for the salvation of socialism, he turned on

Tugan Baranovski  with  the  teaching  that,  in  the  case  of  large  capitals,  the  relative

decline in the profit  rate is  compensated by the absolute growth of capital.(2)  More

consistent than the others, Tugan Baranovski finally with the crude joy of a barbarian

destroys all objective economic arguments in support of socialism, thus building in his

own spirit ‘a more beautiful world’ on an ethical foundation. ‘The individual protests

against an economic order which transforms the end (man) into a means (production)

and the means (production) into an end.’(3)

Our three Marxists demonstrated in person that the new foundations of socialism

had been frail and jerry-built. They had hardly laid down the new basis for socialism

before they turned their backs on it. When the masses of Russia were staking their lives

in the fight for the ideals of a social order to come, which would put the end (man)

before the means (production), the ‘individual’ went into retreat, to find philosophical

and ethical solace with Kant. In actual fact, the ‘legalist’ bourgeois Marxists ended up

just where we should expect them to from their theoretical position – in the camp of

bourgeois harmonies.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1)  Struve says in the preface to the collection of his Russian essays (published in 1905): ‘In
1894, when the author published his Critical Comments on the Problem of Economic
Development in Russia,  he  inclined in  philosophy  towards  positivism,  in  sociology and
economics towards outspoken, though by no means orthodox, Marxism. Since then, the author
no longer sees the whole truth in positivism and Marxism which is grounded in it (!), they no
longer fully determine his view of the world. Malignant dogmatism which not only browbeats
those who think differently, but spies upon their morals and psychology, regards such work as a
mere “Epicurean instability of mind”. It cannot understand that criticism in its own right is to
the living and thinking individual one of the most valuable rights. The author does not intend to
renounce this right, though he might constantly be in danger of being indicted for “instability”’
(Miscellany, St. Petersburg 1901).
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(2) Bulgakov, op. cit., p.252.

(3) Tugan Baranovski, Studies on the Theory and History ..., p.229.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 25

In the first section, we ascertained that Marx’s diagram of accumulation does not solve

the question of who is to benefit in the end by enlarged reproduction. If we take the

diagram  literally  as  it  is  set  out  at  the  end  of  volume ii,  it  appears  that  capitalist

production  would  itself  realise  its  entire  surplus  value,  and  that  it  would  use  the

capitalised surplus value exclusively for its own needs. This impression is confirmed by

Marx’s analysis of the diagram where he attempts to reduce the circulation within the

diagram  altogether  to  terms  of  money,  that  is  to  say  to  the  effective  demand  of

capitalists  and workers  –  an  attempt  which  in  the  end leads  him to  introduce  the

‘producer of money’ as a deus ex machina. In addition, there is that most important

passage in Capital, volume i, which must be interpreted to mean the same.

‘The annual production must in the first place furnish all those objects (use-values) from

which the material components of capital, used up in the course of the year, have to be

replaced. Deducting these there remains the net or surplus-product, in which the surplus-

value lies. And of what does this surplus value consist? Only of things destined to satisfy

the wants and desires of the capitalist  class, things which, consequently,  enter into the

consumption fund of the capitalists? Were that the case, the cup of surplus-value would be

drained to the very dregs, and nothing but simple reproduction would ever take place.

‘To accumulate it is necessary to convert a portion of the surplus-product into capital.
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But we cannot, except by a miracle, convert into capital anything but such articles as can

be employed in the labour-process (i.e. means of production), and such further articles as

are suitable for the sustenance of the labourer (i.e. means of subsistence). Consequently, a

part of the annual surplus-labour must have been applied to the production of additional

means of production and subsistence, over and above the quantity of these things required

to replace the capital advanced. In one word, surplus-value is convertible into capital solely

because the surplus-product, whose value it is, already comprises the material elements of

new capital.’(1)

The following conditions of accumulation are here laid down:

The surplus value to be capitalised first comes into being in the natural form of

capital (as additional means of production and additional means of subsistence

for the workers).

1. 

The expansion of capitalist production is achieved exclusively by means of

capitalist products, i.e. its own means of production and subsistence.

2. 

The limits of this expansion are each time determined in advance by the amount

of surplus value which is to be capitalised in any given case; they cannot be

extended, since they depend on the amount of the means of production and

subsistence which make up the surplus product; neither can they be reduced,

since a part of the surplus value could not then be employed in its natural form.

Deviations in either direction (above and below) may give rise to periodical

fluctuations and crises – in this context, however, these may be ignored, because

in general the surplus product to be capitalised must be equal to actual

accumulation;

3. 

Since capitalist production buys up its entire surplus product, there is no limit to

the accumulation of capital.

4. 

Marx’s diagram of enlarged reproduction adheres to these conditions. Accumulation

here takes its course, but it is not in the least indicated who is to benefit by it, who are

the new consumers  for  whose sake production is  ever more enlarged.  The diagram

assumes, say, the following course of events: the coal industry is expanded in order to

expand the iron industry in order to expand the machine industry in order to expand

the production of consumer goods. This last, in turn, is expanded to maintain both its

own workers and the growing army of coal, iron and machine operatives. And so on ad

infinitum.  We are running in  circles,  quite in  accordance with the theory  of  Tugan

Baranovski.  Considered in isolation, Marx’s  diagram does indeed permit of  such an

interpretation  since  he  himself  explicitly  states  time  and  again  that  he  aims  at

presenting the process of accumulation of the aggregate capital in a society consisting

solely of capitalists and workers. Passages to this effect can be found in every volume of

Capital.

In volume i, in the very chapter on The Conversion of Surplus-Value into Capital,

he says:
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‘In order to examine the object of our investigation in its integrity, free from all disturbing

subsidiary circumstances, we must treat the whole world as one nation, and assume that

capitalist production is everywhere established and has possessed itself of every branch of

industry.’(2)

In volume ii, the assumption repeatedly returns; thus in chapter 17 on The Circulation

of Surplus-Value:

‘Now, there are only two points of  departure: The capitalist and the labourer.  All  third

classes of persons must either receive money for their services from these two classes, or,

to the extent that they receive it without any equivalent services, they are joint owners of

the surplus-value in the form of rent, interest, etc. ... The capitalist class, then, remains the

sole point of departure of the circulation of money.’(3)

Further,  in  the  same chapter  On  the  Circulation  of  Money  in  Particular  under

Assumption of Accumulation:

‘But the difficulty arises when we assume, not  a partial,  but a general accumulation of

money-capital on the part of the capitalist class. Apart from this class, there is, according

to our assumption – the general and exclusive domination of capitalist production – no

other class but the working class.’(4)

And again in chapter 20:

‘...  there  are  only two classes in  this  case,  the  working class disposing of  their  labour-

power, and the capitalist class owning the social means of production and the money.’(5)

In volume iii, Marx says quite explicitly, when demonstrating the process of capitalist

production as a whole:

‘Let us suppose that the whole society is composed only of industrial capitalists and wage

workers. Let us furthermore make exceptions of fluctuations of prices which prevent large

portions of the total capital from reproducing themselves under average conditions and

which, owing to the general interrelations of the entire process of reproduction, such as are

developed particularly by credit, must always call forth general stoppages of a transient

nature. Let us also make abstraction of the bogus transactions and speculations, which the

credit system favours. In that case, a crisis could be explained only by a disproportion of

production  in  various  branches,  and  by  a  disproportion  of  the  consumption  of  the

capitalists and the accumulation of their capitals. But as matters stand, the reproduction of

the capitals invested in production depends largely upon the consuming power of the non-

producing classes; while the consuming power of the labourers is handicapped partly by

the laws of wages, partly by the fact that it can be exerted only so long as the labourers can

be employed at a profit for the capitalist class.’(6)

This  last  quotation  refers  to  the  question  of  crises  with  which  we  are  not  here

concerned. It can leave no doubt, however, that the movement of the total capital, ‘as

matters  stand’,  depends  in  Marx’s  view  on  three  categories  of  consumers  only  the
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capitalists,  the  workers  and  the  ‘non-productive  classes’,  i.e.  the  hangers-on  of  the

capitalist  class  (king,  parson,  professor,  prostitute,  mercenary),  of  whom  he  quite

rightly  disposes in volume ii  as the mere representatives of  a derivative purchasing

power, and thus the parasitic joint consumers of the surplus value or of the wage of

labour.

Finally,  in  Theories  of  Surplus  Value,(7)  Marx  formulates  his  general

presuppositions with regard to accumulation as follows:

‘Here we have only to consider the forms through which capital passes during the various

stages of its development. Thus we do not set out the actual conditions of the real process

of production,  but  always assume that  the  commodity is  sold for what it  is  worth. We

ignore the competition of capitalists and the credit system; we also leave out of account the

actual constitution of society which never consists exclusively of the classes of workers and

industrial capitalists, and where there is accordingly no strict division between producers

and  consumers.  The  first  category  (of  consumers,  whose  revenues  are  partly  of  a

secondary, not a primitive nature, derived from profits and the wage of labour) is much

wider than the second category (of producers). Therefore the manner in which it spends its

income, and the extent of such income, effects very large modifications in the economic

household, and especially so in the process of circulation and reproduction of capital.’

Speaking of the ‘actual constitution of society’,  Marx here also considers merely the

parasitic  joint  consumers  of  surplus  value  and of  the  wage  of  labour,  i.e.  only  the

hangers-on of the principal categories of capitalist production.

There can be no doubt, therefore, that Marx wanted to demonstrate the process of

accumulation in a society consisting exclusively of workers and capitalists, under the

universal  and  exclusive  domination  of  the  capitalist  mode  of  production.  On  this

assumption, however, his diagram does not permit of any other interpretation than that

of production for production’s sake.

Let us recall the second example of Marx’s diagram of enlarged reproduction:
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Here accumulation continues  year  after  year without  interruption,  the  capitalists  in

each case consuming half of the surplus value they have gained and capitalising the

other half. In the process of capitalisation, the same technical foundation, that is to say

the same organic composition or division into constant and variable capital and also the

same  rate  of  exploitation  (always  amounting  to  100  per  cent)  is  consecutively

maintained for the additional capital as it was for the original capital. In accordance

with Marx’s assumption in volume i of Capital, the capitalised part of the surplus value

first comes into being as additional means of production and as means of subsistence

for the workers, both serving the purpose of an ever expanding production in the two

departments.  It  cannot  be  discovered  from the  assumptions  of  Marx’s  diagram for

whose  sake  production  is  progressively  expanded.  Admittedly,  production  and

consumption increase simultaneously in a society. The consumption of the capitalists

increases (in terms of value, in the first year it amounts to 500 + 112, in the second year

to 542 + 158, in the third year to 586 + 171, and in the fourth year to 635 + 185); the

consumption of the workers increases as well; the variable capital increasing year after

year in both departments precisely indicates this growth in terms of value. And yet, the

growing consumption of the capitalists can certainly not be regarded as the ultimate

purpose of accumulation; on the contrary, there is no accumulation inasmuch as this

consumption takes place and increases; personal consumption of the capitalists must

be regarded as simple reproduction. Rather, the question is: if,  and in so far as, the

capitalists  do  not  themselves  consume  their  products  but  ‘practise  abstinence’,  i.e.

accumulate, for whose sake do they produce? Even less can the maintenance of an ever
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larger army of workers be the ultimate purpose of continuous accumulation of capital.

From the capitalist’s point of view, the consumption of the workers is a consequence of

accumulation, it is never its object or its condition, unless the principles (foundations)

of capitalist production are to be turned upside down. And in any case, the workers can

only consume that part of the product which corresponds to the variable capital, not a

jot more. Who, then, realises the permanently increasing surplus value? The diagram

answers: the capitalists themselves and they alone. – And what do they do with this

increasing  surplus  value?  –  The  diagram  replies:  They  use  it  for  an  ever  greater

expansion of  their  production.  These  capitalists  are  thus  fanatical  supporters  of  an

expansion of production for production’s sake. They see to it that ever more machines

are built for the sake of building – with their help – ever more new machines. Yet the

upshot  of  all  this  is  not  accumulation  of  capital  but  an  increasing  production  of

producer goods to no purpose whatever.  Indeed,  one must be as reckless as Tugan

Baranovski, and rejoice as much in paradoxical statements, to assume that this untiring

merry-go-round in thin air could be a faithful reflection in theory of capitalist reality, a

true deduction from Marx’s doctrine.(8)

Besides the analysis of enlarged reproduction roughed out in Capital, volume ii, the

whole  of  Marx’s  work,  volume ii  in  particular,  contains  a  most  elaborate  and lucid

exposition of his general views regarding the typical course of capitalist accumulation.

If we once fully understand this interpretation, the deficiencies of the diagram at the

end of volume ii are immediately evident.

If we examine critically the diagram of enlarged reproduction in the light of Marx’s

theory, we find various contradictions between the two.

To  begin  with,  the  diagram  completely  disregards  the  increasing  productivity  of

labour. For it assumes that the composition of capital is the same in every year, that is

to say, the technical basis of the productive process is not affected by accumulation.

This procedure would be quite permissible in itself in order to simplify the analysis, but

when we come to examine the concrete conditions for the realisation of the aggregate

product,  and for  reproduction,  then  at  least  we  must  take  into  account,  and make

allowance for,  changes in technique which are bound up with the process of capital

accumulation.  Yet  if  we  allow  for  improved  productivity  of  labour,  the  material

aggregate  of  the  social  product  –  both  producer  and  consumer  goods  –  will  in

consequence  show  a  much  more  rapid  increase  in  volume  than  is  set  forth  in  the

diagram. This increase in the aggregate of use-values, moreover, indicates also a change

in the value relationships. As Marx argues so convincingly, basing his whole theory on

this  axiom,  the  progressive  development  of  labour  productivity  reacts  on  both  the

composition of accumulating capital and the rate of surplus value so that they cannot

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.25) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

6 of 16 9/20/2018, 9:41 PM



remain  constant  under  conditions  of  increasing  accumulation  of  capital,  as  was

assumed by the diagram. Rather, if accumulation continues, c, the constant capital of

both departments, must increase not only absolutely but also relatively to v+c  or the

total new value (the social aspect of labour productivity); at the same times constant

capital and similarly the surplus value must increase relatively to the variable capital –

in short,  the rate of  surplus value, i.e.  the ratio between surplus value and variable

capital,  must  similarly  increase  (the  capitalist  aspect  of  labour  productivity).  These

changes need not, of course, occur annually, just as the terms of first, second and third

year in Marx’s diagram do not necessarily refer to calendar years but may stand for any

given  period.  Finally,  we  may  choose  to  assume that  these  alterations,  both  in  the

composition of capital and in the rate of surplus value, take place either in the first,

third, fifth, seventh year, etc., or in the second, sixth and ninth year, etc. The important

thing is only that they are allowed for somewhere and taken into account as periodical

phenomena.  If  the  diagram  is  amended  accordingly,  the  result  of  this  method  of

accumulation will be an increasing annual surplus in the consumer at the expense of

producer goods. It is true that Tugan Baranovski conquers all difficulties on paper: he

simply constructs a diagram with different proportions where year by year the variable

capital  decreases  by  25  per  cent.  And  since  this  arithmetical  exercise  is  successful

enough on paper, Tugan triumphantly claims to have ‘proved’ that accumulation runs

smoothly like clockwork, even if the absolute volume of consumption decreases. Even

he must admit in the end, however, that his assumption of such an absolute decrease of

the variable capital is in striking contrast to reality. Variable capital is in point of fact a

growing quantity in all  capitalist  countries;  only  in relation to the even more rapid

growth of constant capital can it be said to decrease. On the basis of what is actually

happening,  namely  a  greater  yearly  increase  of  constant  capital  as  against  that  of

variable capital, as well as a growing rate of surplus value, discrepancies must arise

between the material composition of the social product and the composition of capital

in terms of value. If, instead of the unchanging proportion of 5 to 1 between constant

and variable capital,  proposed by Marx’s  diagram, we assume for instance that this

increase of capital is accompanied by a progressive readjustment of its composition, the

proportion between constant and variable in the second year being 6 to 1, in the third

year 7 to 1, and in the fourth year 8 to 1 – if we further assume that the rate of surplus

value also increases progressively in accordance with the higher productivity of labour

so that, in each case, we have the same amounts as those of the diagram, although,

because of the relatively decreasing variable capital, the rate of surplus value does not

remain constant at the original 100 per cent – and if finally we assume that one-half of

the appropriated surplus value is  capitalised in each case (excepting Department II

where capitalisation exceeds 50 per cent, 184 out of 285 being capitalised during the

first year), the result will be as follows:
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If  this  were  a  true  picture  of  the  accumulative  process,  the  means  of  production

(constant capital) would show a deficit of 16 in the second year, of 45 in the third year

and of 88 in the fourth year; similarly, the means of subsistence would show a surplus

of 16 in the second year, of 45 in the third year and of 88 in the fourth year.

This negative balance for the means of production may be only imaginary in part. The

increasing productivity of labour ensures that the means of production grow faster in

bulk than in value, in other words: means of production become cheaper. As it is use

value, i.e. the material elements of capital, which is relevant for technical improvements

of production, we may assume that the quantity of means of production, in spite of their

lower  value,  will  suffice  for  progressive  accumulation  up  to  a  certain  point.  This

phenomenon amongst others also checks the actual decline of the rate of profit and

modifies it to a mere tendency, though our example shows that the decline of the profit

rate would not only be retarded but rather completely arrested. On the other hand, the

same fact indicates a much larger surplus of unsaleable means of subsistence than is

suggested by the amount of this surplus in terms of value. In that case, we should have

to compel the capitalists of Department II to consume this surplus themselves, which

Marx makes them do on other occasions; in which case, and in so far as those capitalists

are concerned, there would again be no accumulation but rather simple reproduction.

Alternatively, we should have to pronounce this whole surplus unsaleable.

Yet would it not be very easy to make good this loss in means of production which

results from our example? We need only assume that the capitalists of Department I

capitalise their surplus value to a greater extent. Indeed, there is no valid reason to

suppose, as Marx did, that the capitalists in each case add only half their surplus value

to  their  capital.  Advances  in  labour  productivity  may  well  lead  to  progressively

increasing capitalisation of surplus value. This assumption is the more permissible in

that  the  cheapening  of  consumer  goods  for  the  capitalist  class,  too,  is  one  of  the

consequences  of  technological  progress.  The  relative  decrease  in  the  value  of

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.25) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

8 of 16 9/20/2018, 9:41 PM



consumable income (as compared with the capitalised part) may then permit of the

same or even a higher standard of living for this class. We might for instance make goad

the deficit in producer goods by transferring a corresponding part of surplus value I to

the constant capital of this department, a part which would otherwise be consumed,

since this surplus value, like all other products of the department, originally takes the

form of producer goods; 114/7 would then be transferred in the second year, 34 in the

third year and 66 in the fourth year.(9)  The solution of one difficulty,  however, only

adds to another. It goes without saying that if the capitalists of Department I relatively

restrict their consumption for purposes of accumulation, there will be a proportionately

greater unsaleable residue of consumer goods in Department II; and thus it becomes

more  and  more  impossible  to  enlarge  the  constant  capital  even  on  its  previous

technological  basis.  If  the  capitalists  in  Department  I  relatively  restrict  their

consumption, the capitalists of  Department II  must relatively expand their  personal

consumption  in  proportion.  The  assumption  of  accelerated  accumulation  in

Department I would then have to be supplemented by that of retarded accumulation in

Department II, technical progress in one department by regression in the other.

These results  are not due to mere chance.  The adjustments we have tried out on

Marx’s diagram are merely meant to illustrate that technical progress, as he himself

admits,  must  be  accompanied  by  a  relative  growth  of  constant  as  against  variable

capital. Hence the necessity for a continuous revision of the ratio in which capitalised

surplus value should be allotted to c and v respectively. In Marx’s diagram, however,

the capitalists are in no position to make these allocations at will, since the material

form of their surplus value predetermines the forms of capitalisation. Since, according

to Marx’s assumption, all expansion of production proceeds exclusively by means of its

own, capitalistically produced means of production and subsistence, – since there are

here no other places and forms of production and equally no other consumers than the

two departments with their capitalists and workers, – and since, on the other hand, the

smooth working of the accumulative process depends on that circulation should wholly

absorb the aggregate product of both departments, the technological shape of enlarged

reproduction is in consequence strictly prescribed by the material form of the surplus

product.  In other words: according to Marx’s diagram, the technical  organisation of

expanded production can and must be such as to make use of the aggregate surplus

value produced in Departments I and II. In this connection we must bear in mind also

that  both  departments  can  obtain  their  respective  elements  of  production  only  by

means of mutual exchange. Thus the allocation to constant or variable capital of the

surplus value earmarked for capitalisation, as well as the allotment of the additional

means of production and subsistence (for the workers) to Departments I and II is given

in  advance  and  determined  by  the  relations  between  the  two  departments  of  the

diagram – both in material and in terms of value. These relations themselves, however,
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reflect a quite determinate technical organisation of production. This implies that, on

the assumptions of Marx’s diagram, the techniques of production given in each case

predetermine the techniques  of  the  subsequent  periods  of  enlarged reproduction,  if

accumulation continues. Assuming, that is to say, in accordance with Marx’s diagram,

that the expansion of capitalist production is always performed by means of the surplus

value originally produced in form of capital, and further – or rather, conversely – that

accumulation in one department is strictly dependent on accumulation in the other,

then no change in the technical organisation of production can be possible in so far as

the relation of c to v is concerned.

We may put our point in yet another way: it is clear that a quicker growth of constant

as compared with variable capital, i.e. the progressive metamorphosis of the organic

composition of capital, must take the material form of faster expansion of production in

Department I as against production in Department II. Yet Marx’s diagram, where strict

conformity of the two departments is axiomatic, precludes any such fluctuations in the

rate of accumulation in either department. It is quite legitimate to suppose that under

the  technical  conditions  of  progressive  accumulation,  society  would  invest  ever

increasing portions of the surplus value earmarked for accumulation in Department I

rather than in Department II. Both departments being only branches of the same social

production – supplementary enterprises, if you like, of the ‘aggregate capitalist’ – such

a progressive transfer, for technical reasons, from one department to the other of a part

of the accumulated surplus value would be wholly feasible, especially as it corresponds

to the actual practice  of  capital.  Yet this  assumption is  possible only so long as we

envisage the surplus value earmarked for capitalisation purely in terms of value. The

diagram,  however,  implies  that  this  part  of  the  surplus  value  appears  in  a  definite

material form which prescribes its capitalisation. Thus the surplus value of Department

II  exists  as  means  of  subsistence,  and  since  it  is  as  such  to  be  only  realised  by

Department  I,  this  intended,  transfer  of  part  of  the  capitalised  surplus  value  from

Department II  to Department I  is  ruled out,  first  because the material  form of this

surplus  value  is  obviously  useless  to  Department  I,  and  secondly  because  of  the

relations of exchange between the two departments which would in turn necessitate an

equivalent transfer of the products of Department I into Department II. It is therefore

downright  impossible  to  achieve  a  faster  expansion  of  Department  I  as  against

Department II within the limits of Marx’s diagram.

However we may regard the technological alterations of the mode of production in

the  course  of  accumulation,  they  cannot  be  accomplished  without  upsetting  the

fundamental relations of Marx’s diagram.

And further: according to Marx’s diagram, the capitalised surplus value is in each

case immediately and completely absorbed by the productive process of the following
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period, for, apart from the portion earmarked for consumption, it has a natural form

which allows of only one particular kind of employment. The diagram precludes the

cashing  and  hoarding  of  surplus  value  in  monetary  form,  as  capital  waiting  to  be

invested. The free monetary forms of private capital, in Marx’s view, are first the money

deposited  gradually  against  the  wear  and  tear  of  the  fixed  capital,  for  its  eventual

renewal; and secondly those amounts of money which represent realised surplus value

but are still too small for investment. From the point of view of the aggregate capital,

both these sources of free money capital are negligible. For if we assume that even a

portion of the social surplus value is realised in monetary form for purposes of future

investment, then at once the question arises: who has bought the material items of this

surplus value, and who has provided the money? If the answer is: other capitalists, of

course, – then, seeing that the capitalist class is represented in the diagram by the two

departments, this portion of the surplus value must also be regarded as invested de

facto,  as employed in the productive process. And so we are back at immediate and

complete investment of the surplus value.

Or does the freezing of one part of the surplus value in monetary form in the hands of

certain capitalists mean that other capitalists will be left with a corresponding part of

that surplus product in its material form? does the hoarding of realised surplus value by

some imply  that  others  are  no  longer  able  to  realise  their  surplus  value,  since  the

capitalists are the only buyers of surplus value? This would mean, however, that the

smooth  course  of  reproduction  and  similarly  of  accumulation  as  described  in  the

diagram would be interrupted. The result would be a crisis, due not to over-production

but to a mere intention to accumulate, the kind of crisis envisaged by Sismondi.

In one passage of his Theories,(10) Marx explains in so many words that he ‘is not at

all concerned in this connection with an accumulation of capital greater than can be

used in the productive process and might lie idle in the banks in monetary form, with

the consequence of lending abroad’.  Marx refers these phenomena to the section on

competition. Yet it is important to establish that his diagram veritably precludes the

formation of  such  additional  capital.  Competition,  however  wide we  may make  the

concept,  obviously  cannot  create  values,  nor  can  it  create  capitals  which  are  not

themselves the result of the reproductive process.

The diagram thus precludes the expansion of production by leaps and bounds. It only

allows of a gradual expansion which keeps strictly in step with the formation of the

surplus value and is based upon the identity between realisation and capitalisation of

the surplus value.

For  the  same reason,  the  diagram presumes  an  accumulation which  affects  both

departments equally and therefore all branches of capitalist production. It precludes
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expansion of the demand by leaps and bounds just as much as it prevents a one sided or

precocious development of individual branches of capitalist production.

Thus the diagram assumes a movement of the aggregate capital which flies in the face

of the actual course of capitalist development. At first sight, two facts are typical for the

history of the capitalist mode of production: on the one hand the periodical expansion

of the whole field of production by leaps and bounds, and on the other an extremely

unequal  development  of  the  different  branches  of  production.  The  history  of  the

English cotton industry from the first quarter of the eighteenth to the seventies of the

nineteenth century, the most characteristic chapter in the history of the capitalist mode

of production appears quite inexplicable from the point of view of Marx’s diagram.

Finally, the diagram contradicts the conception of the capitalist total process and its

course as laid down by Marx in Capital, volume iii. This conception is based on the

inherent  contradiction  between  the  unlimited  expansive  capacity  of  the  productive

forces and the limited expansive capacity of social consumption under conditions of

capitalist  distribution. Let us see how Marx describes this  contradiction in detail  in

chapter 15 on Unravelling the Internal Contradictions of the Law (of the declining

profit rate):

‘The creation of surplus-value, assuming the necessary means of production, or sufficient

accumulation of capital, to be existing, finds no other limit but the labouring population,

when the rate of surplus-value, that is, the intensity of exploitation, is given; and no other

limit but the intensity of exploitation, when the labouring population is  given. And the

capitalist  process  of  production consists  essentially  of  the  production of  surplus-value,

materialised  in  the  surplus-product,  which  is  that  aliquot  portion  of  the  produced

commodities, in which unpaid labour is materialised. It must never be forgotten, that the

production of this surplus-value – and the re-conversion of a portion of it into capital, or

accumulation, forms an indispensable  part  of  this  production of  surplus-value – is  the

immediate purpose and the compelling motive of capitalist production. It will not do to

represent capitalist production as something which it is not, that is to say, as a production

having for its immediate purpose the consumption of goods, or the production of means of

enjoyment for the capitalists. (And, of course, even less for the worker. – R.L.) This would

be overlooking the specific  character of  capitalist  production, which reveals itself  in its

innermost essence. The creation of this surplus-value is the object of the direct process of

production, and this process has no other limits than those mentioned above. As soon as

the  available  quantity  of  surplus-value  has  been  materialised  in  commodities,  surplus

value has been produced. But this production of surplus-value is but the first act of the

capitalist process of production, it merely terminates the act of direct production. Capital

has  absorbed  so  much  unpaid  labour.  With  the  development  of  the  process,  which

expresses itself through a falling tendency of the rate of profit, the mass of surplus-value

thus  produced  is  swelled  to  immense  dimensions.  Now  comes  the  second  act  of  the

process. The entire mass of commodities, the total product, which contains a portion which

is to reproduce the constant and variable capital as well as a portion representing surplus-

value, must be sold. If this is not done, or only partly accomplished, or only at prices which
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are below the prices of production, the labourer has been none the less exploited, but his

exploitation does not realise as much for the capitalist. It may yield no surplus-value at all

for him, or only realise a portion of the produced surplus-value, or it may even mean a

partial or complete loss of his capital. The conditions of direct exploitation and those of the

realisation of surplus-value are not identical.  They are separated logically as well  as by

time and space. The first are only limited by the productive power of society, the last by the

proportional relations of the various lines of production and by the consuming power of

society. This last-named power is not determined either by the absolute productive power

or by the absolute consuming power, but by the consuming power based on antagonistic

conditions  of  distribution,  which  reduces  the  consumption  of  the  great  mass  of  the

population  to  a  variable  minimum within  more  or  less  narrow  limits.  The  consuming

power is furthermore restricted by the tendency to accumulate, the greed for an expansion

of capital and a production of surplus value on an enlarged scale. This is a law of capitalist

production imposed by incessant revolutions in the methods of production themselves, the

resulting  depreciation  of  existing  capital,  the  general  competitive  struggle  and  the

necessity of improving the product and expanding the scale of production, for the sake of

self-preservation and on penalty  of  failure.  The market  must,  therefore,  be continually

extended, so that its interrelations and the conditions regulating them assume more and

more  the  form of  a  natural  law independent  of  the  producers  and  become ever  more

uncontrollable. This eternal contradiction seeks to balance itself by an expansion of the

outlying fields of production. But to the extent that the productive power develops, it finds

itself at variance with the narrow basis on which the conditions of consumption rest. On

this self-contradictory basis it is no contradiction at all that there should be an excess of

capital simultaneously with an excess of population. For while a combination of these two

would indeed increase the mass of the produced surplus-value, it would at the same time

intensify  the  contradiction  between  the  conditions  under  which  this  surplus-value  is

produced and those under which it is realised.’(11)

If we compare this description with the diagram of enlarged reproduction, the two are

by  no  means  in  conformity.  According  to  the  diagram,  there  is  no  inherent

contradiction between the production of the surplus value and its realisation, rather,

the two are identical. The surplus value here from the very beginning comes into being

in a natural form exclusively designed for the requirements of accumulation. In fact it

leaves the place of production in the very form of additional capital, that is to say it is

capable of  realisation in the capitalist  process of  accumulation. The capitalists,  as a

class, see to it in advance that the surplus value they appropriate is produced entirely in

that material form which will permit and ensure its employment for purposes of further

accumulation. Realisation and accumulation of the surplus value here are both aspects

of the same process, they are logically identical. Therefore according to the presentation

of the reproductive process in the diagram, society’s capacity to consume does not put a

limit to production. Here production automatically expands year by year, although the

capacity of society for consumption has not gone beyond its ‘antagonistic conditions of

distribution’. This automatic continuation of expansion, of accumulation, truly is the

‘law of capitalist production ... on penalty of failure’. Yet according to the analysis in
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volume iii, ‘the market must, therefore, be continually extended’, ‘the market’ obviously

transcending the  consumption of  capitalists  and workers.  And if  Tugan Baranovski

interprets the following passage ‘this eternal contradiction seeks to balance itself by an

expansion of the outlying fields of production’ as if Marx had meant production itself by

‘outlying fields of production’, he violates not only the spirit of the language but also

Marx’s  clear  train  of  thought.  The  ‘outlying  fields  of  production’  are  clearly  and

unequivocally  not  production  itself  but  consumption  which  ‘must  be  continually

extended’. The following passage in Theorien über den Mehrwert, amongst others,

sufficiently shows that Marx had this in mind and nothing else:

‘Ricardo therefore consistently denies the necessity for an expansion of the market  to

accompany  the  expansion  of  production  and  the  growth  of  capital.  The  entire  capital

existing within a country can also be profitably used in that country. He therefore argues

against  Adam Smith who had set  up his  (Ricardo’s)  opinion on the one hand but also

contradicted it with his usual sure instinct.’(12)

In  yet  another  passage,  Marx  clearly  shows  that  Tugan  Baranovski’s  notion  of

production for production’s sake is wholly alien to him:

‘Besides,  we  have  seen  in  volume  ii  part  iii  that  a  continuous  circulation  takes  place

between constant capital and constant capital (even without considering any accelerated

accumulation), which is in so far independent of individual consumption, as it never enters

into  such  consumption,  but  which  is  nevertheless  definitely  limited  by  it  because  the

production of constant capital never takes place for its own sake, but solely because more

of this capital is needed in those spheres of production whose products pass into individual

consumption.’(13)

Admittedly, in the diagram in volume ii, Tugan Baranovski’s sole support, market and

production coincide – they are one and the same. Expansion of the market here means

extended production,  since  production is  said to  be its  own exclusive market  – the

consumption of the workers being an element of production, i.e. the reproduction of

variable  capital.  Therefore  the  limit  for  both  the  expansion  of  production  and  the

extension of the market is one and the same: it is given by the volume of the social

capital,  or  the  stage  of  accumulation  already  attained.  The  greater  the  quantity  of

surplus value that has been extracted in the natural form of capital, the more can be

accumulated; and the greater the volume of accumulation, the more surplus value can

be  invested  in  its  material  form of  capital,  i.e.  the  more  can  be realised.  Thus  the

diagram does not admit the contradiction outlined in the analysis of volume iii. In the

process described by  the diagram there  is  no need for a  continual  extension of  the

market beyond the consumption of capitalists and workers, nor is the limited social

capacity  for  consumption  an  obstacle  to  the  smooth  course  of  production  and  its

unlimited capacity for expansion. The diagram does indeed permit of crises but only

because of a lack of proportion within production, because of a defective social control
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over  the  productive  process.  It  precludes,  however,  the  deep  and  fundamental

antagonism between the capacity to consume and the capacity to produce in a capitalist

society,  a conflict resulting from the very accumulation of capital  which periodically

bursts out in crises and spurs capital on to a continual extension of the market.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 26

MARX’S diagram of  enlarged reproduction cannot  explain  the actual  and historical

process of accumulation. And why? Because of the very premises of the diagram. The

diagram  sets  out  to  describe  the  accumulative  process  on  the  assumption  that  the

capitalists and workers are the sole agents of capitalist consumption. We have seen that

Marx consistently and deliberately assumes the universal and exclusive domination of

the capitalist mode of production as a theoretical premise of his analysis in all three

volumes of Capital. Under these conditions, there can admittedly be no other classes

of  society  than capitalists  and workers;  as the  diagram has  it,  all  ‘third persons’  of

capitalist  society  – civil  servants,  the  liberal  professions,  the clergy,  etc.  – must,  as

consumers,  be counted in with these two classes,  and preferably with the capitalist

class. This axiom, however, is a theoretical contrivance – real life has never known a

self-sufficient capitalist society under the exclusive domination of the capitalist mode of

production. This theoretical device is perfectly admissible so long as it merely helps to

demonstrate the problem in its integrity and does not interfere with its very conditions.

A case in point is the analysis of simple reproduction of the aggregate social capital,

where  the  problem  itself  rests  upon  a  fiction:  in  a  society  producing  by  capitalist

methods, i.e. a society which creates surplus value, the whole of the latter is taken to be

consumed by the capitalists who appropriate it. The object is to present the forms of

social  production  and  reproduction  under  these  given  conditions.  Here  the  very

formulation of the problem implies that production knows no other consumers than
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capitalists and workers and thus strictly conforms to Marx’s premise:  universal  and

exclusive domination of the capitalist  mode of production.  The implications of  both

fictions are the same. Similarly, it is quite legitimate to postulate absolute dominance of

capital  in an analysis of  the accumulation of  individual capitals,  such as is  given in

Capital, volume i. The reproduction of individual capitals is an element in total social

reproduction but one which follows an independent course, contrary to the movements

of  the  other  elements.  In  consequence  it  will  not  do  simply  to  take  together  the

individual movements of the respective capitals in order to arrive at the total movement

of  social  capital,  since  the  latter  is  essentially  different.  The  natural  conditions  of

reproducing individual  capitals  therefore neither conform with one another,  nor do

they  conform  to  the  relations  of  the  total  capital.  Under  normal  conditions  of

circulation,  every  individual  capital  engages  in  the  process  of  circulation  and  of

accumulation entirely on its  own account,  depending upon others only in so far,  of

course, as it is compelled to find a market for its product and must find available the

means of production it requires for its specific activities. Whether the strata who afford

this market and provide the necessary means of production are themselves capitalist

producers  or  not  is  completely  immaterial  for  the  individual  capital,  although,  in

theory,  the  most  favourable  premise  for  analysing  the  accumulation  of  individual

capital is the assumption that capitalist production has attained universal and exclusive

domination and is the sole setting of this process.(1)

Now, however, the question arises whether the assumptions which were decisive in

the case  of  individual  capital,  are  also legitimate  for  the  consideration of  aggregate

capital.

‘We must now put the problem in this form: given universal accumulation, that is to say

provided that in all branches of production there is greater or less accumulation of capital

– which in fact is a condition of capitalist production, and which is just as natural to the

capitalist qua capitalist as it is natural to the miser to amass money (but which is also

necessary for the perpetuation of capitalist production) – what are the conditions of this

universal accumulation, to what elements can it be reduced?’

And the answer:

‘The conditions for the accumulation of capital are precisely those which rule its

original production and reproduction in general: these conditions being that one part

of the money buys labour and the other commodities (raw materials, machinery, etc.) ...

Accumulation of new capital can only proceed therefore under the same conditions under

which already existing capital is reproduced.’(2)

In real life the actual conditions for the accumulation of the aggregate capital are quite

different from those prevailing for individual capitals and for simple reproduction. The

problem amounts to this: If an increasing part of the surplus value is not consumed by
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the capitalists but employed in the expansion of production, what, then, are the forms

of  social  reproduction?  What  is  left  of  the  social  product  after  deductions  for  the

replacement  of  the  constant  capital  cannot,  ex  hypothesi,  be  absorbed  by  the

consumption of the workers and capitalists – this being the main aspect of the problem

– nor can the workers and capitalists themselves realise the aggregate product. They

can always only realise the variable capital, that part of the constant capital which will

be used up, and the part of the surplus value which will be consumed, but in this way

they merely ensure that production can be renewed on its previous scale. The workers

and capitalists themselves cannot possibly realise that part of the surplus value – which

is to be capitalised. Therefore, the realisation of the surplus value for the purposes of

accumulation is an impossible task for a society which consists solely of workers and

capitalists. Strangely enough, all theorists who analysed the problem of accumulation,

from Ricardo and Sismondi to Marx, started with the very assumption which makes

their problem insoluble. A sure instinct that realisation of the surplus value requires

‘third persons’, that is to say consumers other than the immediate agents of capitalist

production (i.e. workers and capitalists) led to all kinds of subterfuges: ‘unproductive

consumption’  as  presented  by  Malthus  in  the  person  of  the  feudal  landowner,  by

Vorontsov in militarism, by Struve in the ‘liberal professions’ and other hangers-on of

the capitalist  class;  or else foreign trade is brought into play which proved a useful

safety valve to all those who regarded accumulation with scepticism, from Sismondi to

Nikolayon.  Because  of  these  insoluble  difficulties,  others  like  v.  Kirchmann  and

Rodbertus  tried  to  do  without  accumulation  altogether,  or,  like  Sismondi  and  his

Russian  ‘populist’  followers,  stressed  the  need  for  at  least  putting  the  dampers  on

accumulation as much as possible.

The  salient  feature  of  the  problem of  accumulation,  and  the  vulnerable  point  of

earlier attempts to solve it, has only been shown up by Marx’s more profound analysis,

his  precise  diagrammatic  demonstration  of  the  total  reproductive  process,  and

especially his inspired exposition of the problem of simple reproduction. Yet he could

not  supply  immediately  a  finished  solution  either,  partly  because  he  broke  off  his

analysis almost as soon as he had begun it, and partly because he was then preoccupied,

as we have shown, with denouncing the analysis of Adam Smith and thus rather lost

sight  of  the  main  problem.  In  fact,  he  made  the  solution  even  more  difficult  by

assuming  the  capitalist  mode  of  production  to  prevail  universally.  Nevertheless,  a

solution of the problem of accumulation, in harmony both with other parts of Marx’s

doctrine and with the historical experience and daily practice of capitalism, is implied

in  Marx’s  complete  analysis  of  simple  reproduction  and his  characterisation  of  the

capitalist process as a whole which shows up its immanent contradictions and their

development (in Capital, vol.iii). In the light of this, the deficiencies of the diagram can

be  corrected.  All  the  relations  being,  as  it  were,  incomplete,  a  closer  study  of  the
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diagram of enlarged reproduction will reveal that it points to some sort of organisation

more advanced than purely capitalist production and accumulation.

Up to now we have only considered one aspect of enlarged reproduction, the problem

of  realising  the  surplus  value,  whose  difficulties  hitherto  had  claimed  the  sceptics’

whole  attention.  Realisation  of  the  surplus  value  is  doubtless  a  vital  question  of

capitalist accumulation. It requires as its prime condition – ignoring, for simplicity’s

sake, the capitalists’ fund of consumption altogether – that there should be strata of

buyers outside capitalist society. Buyers, it should be noted, not consumers, since the

material form of the surplus value is quite irrelevant to its realisation. The decisive fact

is that the surplus value cannot be realised by sale either to workers or to capitalists,

but  only  if  it  is  sold  to  such  social  organisations  or  strata  whose  own  mode  of

production is not capitalistic. Here we can conceive of two different cases:

Capitalist production supplies consumer goods over and above its own

requirements, the demand of its workers and capitalists, which are bought by

non-capitalist strata and countries. The English cotton industry, for instance,

during the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century, and to some extent even

now, has been supplying cotton textiles to the peasants and petty-bourgeois

townspeople of the European continent, and to the peasants of India, America,

Africa and so on. The enormous expansion of the English cotton industry was

thus founded on consumption by non-capitalist strata and countries.(3) In

England herself; this flourishing cotton industry called forth large-scale

development in the production of industrial machinery (bobbins and weaving-

looms), and further in the metal and coal industries and so on. In this instance,

Department II realised its products to an increasing extent by sale to non-

capitalist social strata, and by its own accumulation it created on its part an

increasing demand for the home produce of Department I, thus helping the latter

to realise its surplus value and to increase its own accumulation.

1. 

Conversely, capitalist production supplies means of production in excess of its

own demand and finds buyers in non-capitalist countries. English industry, for

instance, in the first half of the nineteenth century supplied materials for the

construction of railroads in the American and Australian states. (The building of

railways cannot in itself be taken as evidence for the domination of capitalist

production in a country. As a matter of fact, the railways in this case provided

only one of the first conditions for the inauguration of capitalist production.)

Another example would be the German chemical industry which supplies means

of production such as dyes in great quantities to Asiatic, African and other

countries whose own production is not capitalistic.(4) Here Department I realises

its products in extra-capitalist circles. The resulting progressive expansion of

Department I gives rise to a corresponding expansion of Department II in the

same (capitalistically producing) country in order to supply the means of

subsistence for the growing army of workers in Department I.

2. 
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Each  of  these  cases  differs  from  Marx’s  diagram.  In  one  case,  the  product  of

Department II exceeds the needs of both departments, measured by the variable capital

and  the  consumed  part  of  the  surplus  value.  In  the  second  case,  the  product  of

Department I exceeds the volume of constant capital  in both departments,  enlarged

though it is for the purpose of expanding production. In both cases, the surplus value

does not come into being in that natural form which would make its capitalisation in

either department possible and necessary. These two prototypes continually overlap in

real life, supplement each other and merge.

In this contest, one point seems still obscure. The surplus of consumer goods, say

cotton fabrics, which is sold to non-capitalist countries, does not exclusively represent

surplus value, but, as a capitalist commodity, it embodies also constant and variable

capital. It seems quite arbitrary to assume that just those commodities which are sold

outside the capitalist strata of society should represent nothing but surplus value. On

the other hand, Department I clearly can in this case not only realise its surplus value

but also accumulate, and that without requiring another market for its product than the

two departments of capitalist production. Yet both these objections are only apparent.

All we need remember is that each component of the aggregate product represents a

proportion of the total value, that under conditions of capitalist production not only the

aggregate  product  but  every  single  commodity  contains  surplus  value;  which

consideration does not prevent the individual capitalist, however, from computing that

the sale of his specific commodities must first reimburse him for his outlay on constant

capital and secondly replace his variable capital (or, rather loosely, but in accordance

with actual practice: it  must first replace his fixed, and then his circulating capital);

what then remains will go down as profit. Similarly, we can divide the aggregate social

product into three proportionate parts which, in terms of value, correspond to (1) the

constant capital that has been used up in society, (2) the variable capital, and (3) the

extracted surplus value. In the case of simple reproduction these proportions are also

reflected  in  the  material  shape  of  the  aggregate  product:  the  constant  capital

materialises as means of production, the variable capital as means of subsistence for the

workers, and the surplus value as means of subsistence for the capitalist. Yet as we

know, the concept of simple reproduction with consumption of the entire surplus value

by the capitalists is a mere fiction. As for enlarged reproduction or accumulation, in

Marx’s diagram the composition of the social product in terms of value is also strictly in

proportion to its  material  form the surplus value,  or  rather that  part  of  it  which is

earmarked for capitalisation, has from the very beginning the form of material means of

production and means  of  subsistence for  the  workers  in  a  ratio  appropriate  to  the

expansion of production on a given technical basis. As we have seen, this conception,

which is  based  upon the self-sufficiency  and isolation  of  capitalist  production,  falls

down  as  soon  as  we  consider  the  realisation  of  the  surplus  value.  If  we  assume,
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however, that the surplus value is realised outside the sphere of capitalist production,

then its material form is independent of the requirements of capitalist production itself.

Its material form conforms to the requirements of those non-capitalist circles who help

to realise it, that is to say, capitalist surplus value can take the form of consumer goods,

e.g. cotton fabrics, or of means of production, e.g. materials for railway construction, as

the case may be. If one department realises its surplus value by exporting its products,

and with the ensuing expansion of production helps the other department to realise its

surplus value on the home market, then the fact still remains that the social  surplus

value must yet be taken as realised outside the two departments, either mediately or

immediately.  Similar  considerations  enable  the  individual  capitalist  to  realise  his

surplus value, even if the whole of his commodities can only replace either the variable

or the constant capital of another capitalist.

Nor is the realisation of the surplus value the only vital aspect of reproduction. Given

that Department I has disposed of its surplus value outside, thereby starting the process

of accumulation, and further, that it can expect a new increase in the demand in non-

capitalist  circles,  these  two  conditions  add  up  to  only  half  of  what  is  required  for

accumulation. There is many a slip twixt the cup and the lip. The second requirement of

accumulation  is  access  to  material  elements  necessary  for  expanding  reproduction.

Seeing that we have just turned the surplus product of Department I into money by

getting rid of the surplus means of production to non-capitalist circles, from where are

these material elements then to come? The transaction which is the portal for realising

the surplus value is  also,  as it  were,  a backdoor out of  which flies all  possibility  of

converting this realised surplus value into productive capital – one leads to the nether

regions and the other to the deep sea. Let us take a closer look.

Here we use c in both Departments I and II as if it were the entire constant capital in

production. Yet this we know is wrong. Only for the sake of simplifying the diagram

have we disregarded that the c which figures in Departments I and II of the diagram is

only part of the aggregate constant capital  of society, that is to say that part which,

circulating during one year, is used up and embodied in the products of one period of

production. Yet it would be perfectly absurd if capitalist production – or any other –

would  use  up  its  entire  constant  capital  and  create  it  anew  in  every  period  of

production. On the contrary, we assume that the whole mass of means of production,

for the periodical total renewal of which the diagram provides in annual installments –

renewal  of  the  used-up  part  –  lies  at  the  back  of  production  as  presented  in  the

diagram. With progressing labour productivity and an expanding volume of production,

this mass increases not only absolutely but also relatively to the part which is consumed

in production in every case, together with a corresponding increase in the efficiency of

the constant capital. It is the more intensive exploitation of this part of the constant
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capital, irrespective of its increase in value, which is of paramount importance for the

expansion of production.

‘In  the extractive  industries,  mines,  etc.,  the  raw materials  form no part  of  the capital

advanced. The subject of labour is in this case not a product of previous labour, but is

furnished by Nature gratis, as in the case of metals,  minerals; coal, stone, etc. In these

cases the constant capital consists almost exclusively of instruments of labour, which can

very well absorb an increased quantity of labour (day and night shifts of labourers, e.g.).

All  other  things  being  equal,  the  mass  and  value  of  the  product  will  rise  in  direct

proportion to the labour expended. As on the first day of production, the original produce-

formers,  now  turned  into  the  creators  of  the  material  elements  of  capital  –  man and

Nature  –  still  work  together.  Thanks  to  the  elasticity  of  labour-power,  the  domain  of

accumulation has extended without any previous enlargement of  constant capital.  – In

agriculture the land under cultivation cannot be increased without the advance of more

seed and manure. But this advance once made, the purely mechanical working of the soil

itself produces a marvellous effect on the amount of the product.  A greater quantity of

labour,  done  by  the  same  number  of  labourers  as  before,  thus  increases  the  fertility,

without requiring any new advance in the instruments of labour. It is once again the direct

action of man on Nature which becomes an immediate source of greater accumulation,

without  the  intervention  of  any  new  capital.  Finally,  in  what  is  called  manufacturing

industry, every additional expenditure of labour presupposes a corresponding additional

expenditure  of  raw  materials,  but  not  necessarily  of  instruments  of  labour.  And  as

extractive industry and agriculture supply manufacturing industry with its raw materials

and those of  its  instruments of  labour, the  additional  product the former have created

without additional advance of capital, tells also in favour of the latter. – General result: by

incorporating with itself the two primary creators of wealth, labour-power and the land,

capital  acquires  a  power  of  expansion  that  permits  it  to  augment  the  elements  of  its

accumulation beyond the limits apparently fixed by its own magnitude, or by the value and

the mass of the means of production, already produced, in which it has its being.’(5)

In addition, there is no obvious reason why means of production and consumer goods

should be produced by capitalist methods alone. This assumption, for all Marx used it

as the corner-stone of his thesis, is in conformity neither with the daily practice, and the

history, of capital, nor with the specific character of this mode of production. In the first

half  of  the  nineteenth  century,  a  great  part  of  the  surplus  value  in  England  was

produced in form of cotton fabrics. Yet the material elements for the capitalisation of

this surplus value, although they certainly represented a surplus product, still were by

no means all capitalist surplus value, to mention only raw cotton from the slave states

of the American Union, or grain (a means of subsistence for the English workers) from

the  fields  of  serf-owning  Russia.  How  much  capitalist  accumulation  depends  upon

means  of  production  which  are  not  produced  by  capitalist  methods  is  shown  for

example by the cotton crisis in England during the American War of Secession, when

the cultivation of the plantations came to a standstill, or by the crisis of European linen

weaving during the war in the East, when flax could not be imported from serf-owning
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Russia. We need only recall that imports of corn raised by peasants – i.e. not produced

by capitalist methods – played a vital part in the feeding of industrial labour, as an

element, that is to say, of  variable capital,  for a further illustration of the close ties

between non-capitalist strata and the material elements necessary to the accumulation

of capital.

Moreover,  capitalist  production,  by  its  very  nature,  cannot  be  restricted  to  such

means of production as are produced by capitalist methods. Cheap elements of constant

capital are essential to the individual capitalist who strives to increase his rate of profit.

In addition, the very condition of continuous improvements in labour productivity as

the  most  important  method of  increasing  the  rate  of  surplus  value,  is  unrestricted

utilisation of all substances and facilities afforded by nature and soil. To tolerate any

restriction in this respect would be contrary to the very essence of capital, its whole

mode  of  existence.  After  many  centuries  of  development,  the  capitalist  mode  of

production still constitutes only a fragment of total world production. Even in the small

Continent  of  Europe,  where  it  now  chiefly  prevails,  it  has  not  yet  succeeded  in

dominating  entire  branches  of  production,  such  as  peasant  agriculture  and  the

independent handicrafts; the same holds true, further, for large parts of North America

and for a number of regions in the other continents. In general, capitalist production

has hitherto been confined mainly to the countries  in the temperate zone,  whilst  it

made comparatively little progress in the East, for instance, and the South. Thus, if it

were dependent exclusively, on elements of production obtainable within such narrow

limits,  its  present  level  and  indeed,  its  development  in  general  would  have  been

impossible. From the very beginning, the forms and laws of capitalist production aim to

comprise  the  entire  globe  as  a  store  of  productive  forces.  Capital,  impelled  to

appropriate productive forces for purposes of exploitation, ransacks the whole world, it

procures  its  means  of  production  from  all  corners  of  the  earth,  seizing  them,  if

necessary by force,  from all  levels  of  civilisation and from all  forms of society.  The

problem of the material elements of capitalist accumulation, far from being solved by

the material form of the surplus value that has been produced, takes on quite a different

aspect. It becomes necessary for capital progressively to dispose ever more fully of the

whole globe, to acquire an unlimited choice of means of production, with regard to both

quality and quantity, so as to find productive employment for the surplus value it has

realised.

The process of accumulation, elastic and spasmodic as it is, requires inevitably free

access to ever new areas of raw materials in case of need, both when imports from old

sources fall or when social demand suddenly increases. When the War of  Secession

interfered with the import of American cotton, causing the notorious ‘cotton famine’ in

the Lancashire district, new and immense cotton plantations sprang up in Egypt almost
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at  once,  as if  by  magic.  Here it  was  Oriental  despotism, combined with an ancient

system of bondage, which had created a sphere of activity for European capital. Only

capital with its technical resources can effect such a miraculous change in so short a

time – but only on the pre-capitalist  soil  of  more primitive  social  conditions can it

develop the ascendancy necessary to achieve such miracles.  Another example of  the

same kind  is  the  enormous  increase  in  the  world  consumption  of  rubber  which  at

present (1912) necessitates a supply of latex to the value of £50,000,000 per annum.

The  economic  basis  for  the  production  of  raw  materials  is  a  primitive  system  of

exploitation  practised  by  European  capital  in  the  African  colonies  and in  America;

where the institutions of slavery and bondage are combined in various forms.(6)

Between  the  production  of  surplus  value,  then,  and  the  subsequent  period  of

accumulation, two separate transactions take place – that of realising the surplus value,

i.e.  of  converting  it  into  pure  value,  and  that  of  transforming  this  pure  value  into

productive  capital.  They  are  both  dealings  between  capitalist  production  and  the

surrounding non-capitalist world. From the aspect both of realising the surplus value

and of  procuring  the material  elements  of  constant  capital,  international  trade is  a

prime necessity for the historical existence of capitalism – an international trade which

under  actual  conditions  is  essentially  an  exchange  between  capitalistic  and  non-

capitalistic modes of production.

Hitherto we have considered accumulation solely with regard to surplus value and

constant capital. The third element of accumulation is variable capital winch increases

with progressive  accumulation.  In  Marx’s  diagram,  the social  product  contains ever

more means of subsistence for the workers as the material form proper to this variable

capital.  The variable capital,  however, is not really the means of  subsistence for the

worker but is in fact living labour for whose reproduction these means of subsistence

are necessary. One of the fundamental conditions of accumulation is therefore a supply

of living labour which can be mobilised by capital to meet its demands. This supply can

be increased under favourable conditions – but only up to a certain point – by longer

hours and more intensive work. Both these methods of increasing the supply, however,

do not enlarge the variable capital, or do so only to a small extent (e.g. payment for

overtime). Moreover, they are confined to definite and rather narrow limits which they

cannot  exceed  owing  to  both  natural  and  social  causes.  The  increasing  growth  of

variable capital which accompanies accumulation must therefore become manifest in

ever greater numbers of employed labour. Where can this additional labour be found?

In his analysis of  the accumulation of  individual capital, Marx gives the following

answer:

‘Now in order to allow of these elements actually functioning as capital, the capitalist class
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requires additional labour. If the exploitation of the labourers already employed does not

increase, either extensively or intensively,  then additional labour-power must be found.

For this the mechanism of capitalist production provides beforehand, by converting the

working class into a class dependent on wages, a class whose ordinary wages suffice, not

only for its maintenance, but for its increase. It is only necessary for capital to incorporate

this  additional  labour-power,  annually  supplied  by  the  working  class  in  the  shape  of

labourers  of  all  ages,  with  the  surplus  means  of  production  comprised  in  the  annual

produce, and the conversion of surplus-value into capital is complete.’(7)

Thus the increase in the variable capital is directly and exclusively attributed to the

natural physical increase of a working class already dominated by capital.  This is in

strict conformity with the diagram of enlarged reproduction which recognises only the

social classes of capitalists and workers, and regards the capitalist mode of production

as exclusive and absolute. On these assumptions, the natural increase of the working

class is the only source of  extending the labour supply commanded by capital.  This

view,  however,  is  contrary  to  the  laws  governing the  process  of  accumulation.  The

natural propagation of the workers and the requirements of accumulating capital are

not correlative in respect of time or quantity. Marx himself has most brilliantly shown

that natural propagation cannot keep up with the sudden expansive needs of capital. If

natural  propagation  were  the  only  foundation  for  the  development  of  capital,

accumulation,  in  its  periodical  swings  from  overstrain  to  exhaustion,  could  not

continue,  nor  could  the  productive  sphere  expand  by  leaps  and  bounds,  and

accumulation itself would become impossible. The latter requires an unlimited freedom

of movement in respect of the growth of variable capital equal to that which it enjoys

with regard to the elements of constant capital – that is to say it must needs dispose

over the supply of labour power without restriction. Marx considers that this can be

achieved by an ‘industrial reserve army of workers’. His diagram of simple reproduction

admittedly does not recognise such an army, nor could it have room for it, since the

natural  propagation  of  the  capitalist  wage  proletariat  cannot  provide  an  industrial

reserve  army.  Labour  for  this  army  is  recruited  from  social  reservoirs  outside  the

dominion of capital – it is drawn into the wage proletariat only if need arises. Only the

existence  of  non-capitalist  groups  and  countries  can  guarantee  such  a  supply  of

additional labour power for capitalist production.(8) Yet in his analysis of the industrial

reserve Marx only allows for (a) the displacement of older workers by machinery, (b) an

influx of rural workers into the towns in consequence of the ascendancy of capitalist

production in agriculture, (c) occasional labour that has dropped out of industry, and

(d)  finally  the  lowest  residue  of  relative  over-population,  the  paupers.  All  these

categories are cast off by the capitalist system of production in some form or other, they

constitute a wage proletariat that is worn out and made redundant one way or another.

Marx, obviously influenced by English conditions involving a high level  of  capitalist

development, held that the rural workers who continually migrate to the towns belong
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to the wage proletariat, since they were formerly dominated by agricultural capital and

now become subject to industrial capital. He ignores, however, the problem which is of

paramount importance for conditions on the continent of Europe, namely the sources

from which this urban and rural proletariat is recruited: the continual process by which

the  rural  and  urban  middle  strata  become  proletarian  with  the  decay  of  peasant

economy and of small artisan enterprises, the very process, that is to say, of incessant

transition from non-capitalist to capitalist conditions of a labour power that is cast off

by pre-capitalist, not capitalist, modes of production in their progressive breakdown

and disintegration. Besides the decay of European peasants and artisans we must here

also mention the disintegration of the most varied primitive forms of production and of

social organisation in non-European countries.

Since  capitalist  production  can  develop  fully  only  with  complete  access  to  all

territories  and  climes,  it  can  no  more  confine  itself  to  the  natural  resources  and

productive forces of the temperate zone than it can manage with white labour alone.

Capital needs other races to exploit territories where the white man cannot work. It

must be able to mobilise world labour power without restriction in order to utilise all

productive forces of  the globe – up to the limits imposed by a system of producing

surplus  value.  This  labour  power,  however,  is  in  most  cases  rigidly  bound  by  the

traditional pre-capitalist organisation of production. It must first be ‘set free’ in order to

be  enrolled  in  the  active  army  of  capital.  The  emancipation  of  labour  power  from

primitive social conditions and its absorption by the capitalist wage system is one of the

indispensable historical bases of capitalism. For the first genuinely capitalist branch of

production, the English cotton industry, not only the cotton of the Southern states of

the American Union was essential, but also the millions of African Negroes who were

shipped to America to provide the labour power for the plantations, and who late; as a

free  proletariat,  were  incorporated  in  the  class  of  wage  labourers  in  a  capitalist

system.(9) Obtaining the necessary labour power from non-capitalist societies, the so-

called ‘labour-problem’, is ever more important for capital in the colonies. All possible

methods of ‘gentle compulsion’ are applied to solving this problem, to transfer labour

from former social  systems to the command of capital.  This endeavour leads to the

most peculiar combinations between the modern wage system and primitive authority

in  the  colonial  countries.(10)  This  is  a  concrete  example  of  the  fact  that  capitalist

production cannot manage without labour power from other social organisations.

Admittedly,  Marx  dealt  in  detail  with  the  process  of  appropriating  non-capitalist

means of production as well as with the transformation of the peasants into a capitalist

proletariat. Chapter xxiv of Capital,  vol.i,  is devoted to describing the origin of  the

English proletariat, of the capitalistic agricultural tenant class and of industrial capital,

with particular emphasis on the looting of colonial countries by European capital. Yet

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.26) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

11 of 16 9/20/2018, 9:41 PM



we must bear in mind that all this is treated solely with a view to so-called primitive

accumulation. For Marx, these processes are incidental, illustrating merely the genesis

of capital, its first appearance in the world; they are, as it were, travails by which the

capitalist mode of production emerges from a feudal society. As soon as he comes to

analyse the capitalist process of production and circulation, he reaffirms the universal

and exclusive domination of capitalist production.

Yet, as we have seen, capitalism in its frill maturity also depends in all respects on

non-capitalist  strata  and social  organizations  existing  side  by  side  with  it.  It  is  not

merely a question of a market for the additional product, as Sismondi and the later

critics  and doubters  of  capitalist  accumulation  would  have  it.  The  interrelations  of

accumulating capital and non-capitalist forms of production extend over values as well

as  over  material  conditions,  for  constant  capital,  variable  capital  and surplus  value

alike.  The  non-capitalist  mode  of  production  is  the  given  historical  setting  for  this

process.  Since the accumulation of  capital  becomes impossible in all  points without

non-capitalist  surroundings,  we  cannot  gain  a  true  picture  of  it  by  assuming  the

exclusive and absolute domination of the capitalist mode of production. Sismondi and

his school, when they attributed their difficulties entirely to the problem of realising the

surplus value, indeed revealed a proper sense for the conditions vital to accumulation.

Yet  the  conditions  for  augmenting  the  material  elements  of  constant  and  variable

capital are quite a different matter from those which govern the realisation of surplus

value. Capital needs the means of production and the labour power of the whole globe

for untrammelled accumulation; it cannot manage without the natural resources and

the labour power of all territories. Seeing that the overwhelming majority of resources

and labour power is in fact still in the orbit of pre-capitalist production – this being the

historical milieu of accumulation – capital must go all out to obtain ascendancy over

these  territories  and social  organizations.  There  is  no  a priori  reason  why  rubber

plantations, say, run on capitalist lines, such as have been laid out in India, might not

serve the ends of capitalist production just as well. Yet if the countries of those branches

of  production  are  predominantly  non-capitalist,  capital  will  endeavour  to  establish

domination over these countries and societies. And in fact, primitive conditions allow of

a greater drive and of far more ruthless measures than could be tolerated under purely

capitalist social conditions.

It is quite different with the realisation of the surplus value. Here outside consumers

qua other-than-capitalist are really essential. Thus the immediate and vital conditions

for capital and its accumulation is the existence of non-capitalist buyers of the surplus

value, which is decisive to this extent for the problem of capitalist accumulation.

Whatever the theoretical aspects, the accumulation of capital as an historical process,

depends  in  every  respect  upon  non-capitalist  social  strata  and  forms  of  social
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organisation.

The  solution  to  this  problem  which  for  almost  a  century  has  been  the  bone  of

contention  in  economic  theory  thus  lies  between  the  two  extremes  of  the  petty-

bourgeois scepticism preached by Sismondi, v. Kirchmann, Vorontsov and Nikolayon,

who flatly denied accumulation, and the crude optimism advocated by Ricardo, Say and

Tugan Baranovski  who  believed in  capital’s  unlimited  capacity  for  parthenogenesis,

with the logical corollary of capitalism-in-perpetuity. The solution envisaged by Marx

lies in the dialectical conflict that capitalism needs non-capitalist social organisations as

the setting for its  development,  that it  proceeds by assimilating the very conditions

which alone can ensure its own existence.

At this point we should revise the conceptions of internal and external markets which

were  so  important  in  the  controversy  about  accumulation.  They  are  both  vital  to

capitalist development and yet fundamentally different, though they must be conceived

in terms of social economy rather than of political geography. In this light, the internal

market is the capitalist market, production itself buying its own products and supplying

its  own  elements  of  production.  The  external  market  is  the  non-capitalist  social

environment which absorbs the products of  capitalism and supplies producer goods

and labour power for capitalist production. Thus, from the point of view of economics,

Germany and England traffic in commodities chiefly on an internal, capitalist market,

whilst the give and take between German industry and German peasants is transacted

on an external market as far as German capital is concerned. These concepts are strict

and precise, as can be seen from the diagram of reproduction. Internal capitalist trade

can at best realise only certain quantities, of value contained in the social product: the

constant capital that has been used up, the variable capital, and the consumed part of

the surplus  value.  That  part  of  the  surplus  value,  however,  which is  earmarked for

capitalisation, must be realised elsewhere. If capitalization of surplus value is the real

motive force and aim of production, it must yet proceed within the limits given by the

renewal of constant and variable capital (and also of the consumed part of the surplus

value). Further, with the international development of capitalism the capitalisation of

surplus  value  becomes  ever  more  urgent  and  precarious,  and  the  substratum  of

constant and variable capital becomes an ever-growing mass – both absolutely and in

relation to the surplus value. Hence the contradictory phenomena that the old capitalist

countries provide ever larger markets for, and become increasingly dependent upon,

one another, yet on the other hand compete ever more ruthlessly for trade relations

with non-capitalist countries.(11) The conditions for the capitalisation of surplus value

clash  increasingly  with  the  conditions  for  the  renewal  of  the  aggregate  capital  –  a

conflict which, incidentally, is merely a counterpart of the contradictions implied in the

law of a declining profit rate.
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Footnotes

(1) ‘If capital and the productivity of labour advance and the standard of capitalist production in
general is on a higher level of development, then there is a correspondingly greater mass of
commodities  passing  through  the  market  from  production  to  individual  and  industrial
consumption,  greater  certainty  that  each  particular  capital  will  find  the  conditions  for  its
reproduction available in the market’ (Theorien ..., vol.ii, part 2, p.251).

(2) Ibid., p.250: Akkumulation von Kapital und Krisen (The Accumulation of Capital and
the Crises). Marx’s italics.

(3) The following figures plainly show the importance of the cotton industry for English exports:

In 1893, cotton exports to the amount of £64,000,000 made up 23 per cent, and iron and

other metal exports not quite 17 per cent of the total export of manufactured goods,

amounting to £277,000,000 in all.

In 1898, cotton exports to the amount of £J65,000,000 made up 28 per cent, and metal

exports 22 per cent, of the total export of manufactured goods, amounting to

£233,400,000 in all.

In comparison, the figures for the German Empire show the following result: In 1898, cotton
exports to the amount of £1,595,000 made up 575 per cent of the total exports, amounting to
£200,500,000. 5,250,000,000 yards of cotton bales were exported in 1898, 2,250,000,000 of
them  to  India  (E.  Jaffe:  Die  englische  Baumwollindustrie  und  die  Organisation  des
Exporthandels. Schmoller’s Jahrbücher, vol.xxiv, p.1033).

In 1908, British exports of cotton yarn alone amounted to £13,100,000 (Statist. Jahrb. für
das Deutsche Reich, 1910).

(4)  One-fifth of  German aniline dyes,  and one-half  of  her indigo, goes to countries  such as
China, Japan, British India, Egypt, Asiatic Turkey, Brazil, and Mexico

(5) Capital, vol.i, pp.615-16.

(6)  The  English  Blue  Book  on  the  practices  of  the  Peruvian  Amazon  Company,  Ltd.,  in
Putumayo, has recently revealed that in the free republic of Peru and without the political form
of colonial supremacy, international capital can, to all intents and purposes, enslave the natives,
so that it may appropriate the means of production of the primitive countries by exploitation on
the greatest scale. Since 1900, this company, financed by English and foreign capitalists, has
thrown upon the London market approximately 4,000 tons of Putumayo rubber. During this
time, 30,000 natives were killed and most of the 10,000 survivors were crippled by beatings.

(7) Capital, vol.i, p.594. Similarly in another passage:

‘One part of the surplus value, of the surplus means of subsistence produced, must then be
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converted into variable capital for the purpose of purchasing new labour. This can only be

done  if  the  number  of  workers  grows  or  if  their  working  time  is  prolonged  ...  This,

however, cannot be considered a ready measure for accumulation. The working population

can increase if formerly unproductive workers are transformed into productive ones, or if

parts of the population who previously performed no work, such as women, children and

paupers, are drawn into the process of  production. Here, however, we shall  ignore this

aspect.  Lastly,  the  working  population  can  increase  through  an  absolute  increase  in

population. If accumulation is to proceed steadily and continuously, it must be grounded

in an absolute growth of the population, though this may decline in comparison with the

capital  employed.  An  expanding  population  appears  as  the  basis  of  accumulation

conceived as  a  steady process.  An indispensable  condition for  this  is  an average  wage

which is adequate not only to the reproduction of the working population but permits its

continual  increase’  (Theorien über den Mehrwert,  vol.ii,  part  2,  in  the  chapter on

Transformation  of  Revenue  Into  Capital  (Verwandlung  von  Revenue  in  Kapital),

p.243).

(8) Capital, vol.i, pp.642ff.

(9)  A table published in the United States shortly before the War of Secession contained the
following data about the value of the annual production of the Slave States and the number of
slaves employed for the greatest part on cotton plantations:

(Simons, Class Struggles in American History, Supplement to Neue Zeit (Klassenkämpfe
in der Geschichte Amerikas, Ergänzungsheft der Neuen Zeit), Nr.7, p.39.)

(10)  Bryce, a former English Minister, describes a model pattern of such hybrid forms in the
South African diamond mines:

‘The most striking sight at Kimberley, and one unique in the world, is furnished by the two

so-called  “compounds”  in  which  the  natives  who  work  in  the  mines  are  housed  and

confined. They are huge inclosures, unroofed, but covered with a wire netting to prevent

anything from being thrown out of them over the walls, and with a subterranean entrance

to the adjoining mine. The mine is worked on the system of three eight-hour shifts, so that

the workman is never more than eight hours together underground. Round the interior of

the wall are built sheds or huts in which the natives live and sleep when not working. A

hospital is also provided within the inclosure, as well as a school where the work-people

can spend their leisure in learning to read and write. No spirits are sold ... Every entrance

is  strictly  guarded,  and  no  visitors,  white  or  native,  are  permitted,  all  supplies  being

obtained  from  the  store  within,  kept  by  the  company.  The  De  Beers  mine  compound

contained at the time of my visit 2,600 natives, belonging to a great variety of tribes, so

that here one could see specimens of the different native types from Natal and Pondoland,
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in the south, to the shores of Lake Tanganyika in the far north. They come from every

quarter, attracted by the high wages, usually eighteen to thirty shillings a week, and remain

for three months or more, and occasionally even for longer periods ... In the vast oblong

compound  one  sees  Zulus  from  Natal,  Fingos,  Pondos,  Tembus,  Basutos,  Bechuanas,

Gungunhana’s subjects from the Portuguese territories, some few Matabili and Makalaka;

and plenty  of  Zambesi  boys  from the  tribes  on both  sides  of  that  great  river,  a  living

ethnological  collection  such  as  can  be  examined  nowhere  else  in  South  Africa.  Even

Bushmen, or at least natives with some Bushman blood in them, are not wanting. They live

peaceably together, and amuse themselves in their several ways during their leisure hours.

Besides games of chance, we saw a game resembling “fox and geese” played with pebbles

on a board; and music was being discoursed on two rude native instruments, the so-called

“Kaffir piano” made of pieces of iron of unequal length fastened side-by side in a frame and

a still ruder contrivance of hard bits of wood, also of unequal size, which when struck by a

stick emit different notes, the first beginning of a tune. A very few were reading or writing

letters, the rest busy with their cooking or talking to one another. Some tribes are incessant

talkers,  and in  this  strange mixing-pot  of  black men one may hear  a  dozen languages

spoken as one passes from group to group’ (James Bryce, Impressions of South Africa,

London 1897, pp.242ff.).

After several months of work, the negro as a rule leaves the mine with the wages he has saved
up. He returns to his tribe, buying a wife with his money, and lives again his traditional life. Cf.
also in the same book the most lively description of the methods used in South Africa to solve
the ‘labour problem’. Here we are told that the negroes are compelled to work in the mines and
plantations of Kimberley, Witwatersrand, Natal, Matabeleland, by stripping them of all land
and cattle, i.e. depriving them of their means of existence, by making them into proletarians
and also demoralising them with alcohol. (Later, when they are already within the ‘enclosure’ of
capital, spirits, to which they have just been accustomed, are strictly prohibited – the object of
exploitation must be kept fit for use.) Finally, they are simply pressed into the wage system of
capital by force, by imprisonment, and flogging.

(11) The relations between Germany and England provide a typical example.

The Accumulation of Capital
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 27

CAPITALISM  arises  and  develops  historically  amidst  a  non-capitalist  society.  In

Western Europe it is found at first in a feudal environment from which it in fact sprang

the system of bondage in rural areas and the guild system in the towns – and later, after

having swallowed up the feudal system, it exists mainly in an environment of peasants

and  artisans,  that  is  to  say  in  a  system  of  simple  commodity  production  both  in

agriculture and trade. European capitalism is further surrounded by vast territories of

non-European civilisation ranging over all levels of development, from the primitive

communist  hordes  of  nomad  herdsmen,  hunters  and  gatherers  to  commodity

production by peasants and artisans. This is the setting for the accumulation of capital.

We must distinguish three phases: the struggle of capital against natural economy,

the struggle against commodity economy, and the competitive struggle of capital on the

international stage for the remaining conditions of accumulation.

The  existence  and  development  of  capitalism  requires  an  environment  of  non-

capitalist  forms of production,  but not every one of  these forms will  serve its ends.

Capitalism needs non-capitalist  social  strata  as  a  market  for  its  surplus  value,  as  a

source of supply for its means of production and as a reservoir of labour power for its

wage  system.  For  all  these  purposes,  forms  of  production  based  upon  a  natural

economy are of no use to capital.  In all social organisations where natural economy

prevails, where there are primitive peasant communities with common ownership of
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the land, a feudal system of bondage or anything of this nature, economic organisation

is essentially in response to the internal demand; and therefore there is no demand, or

very little, for foreign goods, and also, as a rule, no surplus production, or at least no

urgent need to dispose of surplus products. What is most important, however, is that, in

any natural economy, production only goes on because both means of production and

labour power are bound in one form or another. The communist peasant community no

less  than  the  feudal  corvée  farm  and  similar  institutions  maintain  their  economic

organisation  by  subjecting  the  labour  power,  and  the  most  important  means  of

production, the land, to the rule of law and custom. A natural economy thus confronts

the  requirements  of  capitalism  at  every  turn  with  rigid  barriers.  Capitalism  must

therefore always and everywhere fight a battle of annihilation against every historical

form of natural economy that it encounters, whether this is slave economy, feudalism,

primitive communism, or patriarchal peasant economy. The principal methods in this

struggle are political force (revolution, war), oppressive taxation by the state, and cheap

goods; they are partly applied simultaneously, and partly they succeed and complement

one  another.  In  Europe,  force  assumed  revolutionary  forms  in  the  fight  against

feudalism  (this  is  the  ultimate  explanation  of  the  bourgeois  revolutions  in  the

seventeenth,  eighteenth  and  nineteenth  centuries);  in  the  non-European  countries,

where it fights more primitive social  organisations, it  assumes the forms of colonial

policy. These methods, together with the systems of taxation applied in such cases, and

commercial relations also, particularly with primitive communities, form an affiance in

which political power and economic factors go hand in hand.

In detail, capital in its struggle against societies with a natural economy pursues the

following ends:

To gain immediate possession of important sources of productive forces such as

land, game in primeval forests, minerals, precious stones and ores, products of

exotic flora such as rubber, etc.

1. 

To ‘liberate’ labour power and to coerce it into service.2. 

To introduce a commodity economy.3. 

To separate trade and agriculture.4. 

At the time of primitive accumulation, i.e.  at  the end of the Middle Ages, when the

history  of  capitalism  in  Europe  began,  and  right  into  the  nineteenth  century,

dispossessing  the peasants  in  England and on the Continent  was  the most  striking

weapon in the large-scale transformation of means of production and labour power into

capital. Yet capital in power performs the same task even to-day, and on an even more

important scale – by modern colonial policy. It is an illusion to hope that capitalism will

ever be content with the means of production which it can acquire by way of commodity

exchange. In this respect already, capital is faced with difficulties because vast tracts of
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the globe’s surface are in the possession of social organisations that have no desire for

commodity exchange or cannot, because of the entire social structure and the forms of

ownership, offer for sale the productive forces in which capital is primarily interested.

The most important of these productive forces is of course the land, its hidden mineral

treasure, and its meadows, woods and water, and further the flocks of the primitive

shepherd  tribes.  If  capital  were  here  to  rely  on  the  process  of  slow  internal

disintegration,  it  might  take  centuries.  To  wait  patiently  until  the  most  important

means of production could be alienated by trading in consequence of this process were

tantamount to renouncing the productive forces of those territories altogether. Hence

derives  the  vital  necessity  for  capitalism  in  its  relations  with  colonial  countries  to

appropriate the most important means of production. Since the primitive associations

of the natives are the strongest protection for their social organisations and for their

material  bases  of  existence,  capital  must  begin  by  planning  for  the  systematic

destruction and annihilation of  all  the  non-capitalist  social  units  which obstruct  its

development. With that we have passed beyond the stage of primitive accumulation;

this process is still going on. Each new colonial expansion is accompanied, as a matter

of course, by a relentless battle of capital against the social and economic ties of the

natives, who are also forcibly robbed of their means of production and labour power.

Any hope to restrict the accumulation of capital exclusively to ‘peaceful competition’,

i.e. to regular commodity exchange such as takes place between capitalist producer-

countries, rests on the pious belief that capital can accumulate without mediation of the

productive forces and without the demand of more primitive organisations, and that it

can  rely  upon  the  slow  internal  process  of  a  disintegrating  natural  economy.

Accumulation,  with its  spasmodic  expansion,  can no more wait  for,  and be content

with, a natural internal disintegration of non-capitalist formations and their transition

to commodity economy, than it can wait for, and be content with, the natural increase

of the working population. Force is the only solution open to capital; the accumulation

of capital, seen as an historical process, employs force as a permanent weapon, not only

at its genesis, but further on down to the present day. From the point of view of the

primitive societies involved, it is a matter of life or death; for them there can be no

other  attitude  than  opposition  and  fight  to  the  finish  –  complete  exhaustion  and

extinction. Hence permanent occupation of the colonies by the military, native risings

and punitive expeditions are the order of the day for any colonial regime. The method

of violence, then, is the immediate consequence of the clash between capitalism and the

organisations of a natural economy which would restrict accumulation. Their means of

production and their labour power no less than their demand for surplus products is

necessary  to  capitalism.  Yet  the  latter  is  fully  determined  to  undermine  their

independence as social units, in order to gain possession of their means of production

and labour power and to convert them into commodity buyers. This method is the most

profitable and gets the quickest results, and so it is also the most expedient for capital.
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In fact,  it  is  invariably accompanied by a  growing militarism whose importance for

accumulation will be demonstrated below in another connection. British policy in India

and  French  policy  in  Algeria  are  the  classical  examples  of  the  application  of  these

methods by capitalism.

The  ancient  economic  organisations  of  the  Indians  –  the  communist  village

community – had been preserved in their various forms throughout thousands of years,

in spite of all the political disturbances during their long history. In the sixth century

B.C.  the  Persians  invaded the  Indus  basin  and subjected  part  of  the  country.  Two

centuries later the Greeks entered and left behind them colonies, founded by Alexander

on the pattern of a completely alien civilisation. Then the savage Scythians invaded the

country, and for centuries India remained under Arab rule. Later, the Afghans swooped

down from the Iran mountains, until they, too, were expelled by the ruthless onslaught

of  Tartar hordes.  The Mongols’  path was marked by terror and destruction,  by  the

massacre of entire villages – the peaceful countryside with the tender shoots of rice

made crimson with blood. And still the Indian village community survived. For none of

the successive Mahometan conquerors had ultimately violated the internal social life of

the peasant masses and its traditional structure. They only set up their own governors

in  the  provinces  to  supervise  military  organisation  and  to  collect  taxes  from  the

population. All conquerors pursued the aim of dominating and exploiting the country,

but  none  was  interested  in  robbing  the  people  of  their  productive  forces  and  in

destroying their social organisation. In the Moghul Empire, the peasant had to pay his

annual tribute in kind to the foreign ruler, but he could live undisturbed in his village

and could cultivate his rice on his sholgura as his father had done before him. Then

came the British – and the blight of capitalist civilisation succeeded in disrupting the

entire social organisation of the people; it achieved in a short time what thousands of

years, what the sword of the Nogaians, had failed to accomplish. The ultimate purpose

of  British  capital  was  to  possess  itself  of  the  very  basis  of  existence  of  the  Indian

community: the land.

This  end  was  served  above  all  by  the  fiction,  always  popular  with  European

colonisers, that all the land of a colony belongs to the political ruler. In retrospect, the

British endowed the Moghul and his governors with private ownership of the whole of

India, in order to ‘legalise’ their succession. Economic experts of the highest repute,

such  as  James  Mill,  duly  supported  this  fiction  with  ‘scientific’  arguments,  so  in

particular with the famous conclusion given below.(1)

As early as 1793, the British in Bengal gave landed property to all the zemindars

(Mahometan tax collectors) or hereditary market superintendents they had found in

their district so as to win native support for the campaign against the peasant masses.
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Later they adopted the same policy for their new conquests in the Agram province, in

Oudh, and in the Central Provinces. Turbulent peasant risings followed in their wake, in

the course of which tax collectors were frequently driven out. In the resulting confusion

and anarchy British capitalists successfully appropriated a considerable portion of the

land.

The burden of taxation, moreover, was so ruthlessly increased that it swallowed up

nearly all the fruits of the people’s labour. This went to such an extreme in the Delhi

and  Allahabad  districts  that,  according  to  the  official  evidence  of  the  British  tax

authorities in 1854, the peasants found it convenient to lease or pledge their shares in

land for the bare amount of the tax levied. Under the auspices of this taxation, usury

came to the Indian village, to stay and eat up the social organisation from within like a

canker.(2) In order to accelerate this process, the British passed a law that flew in the

face  of  every  tradition  and  justice  known  to  the  village  community:  compulsory

alienation of village land for tax arrears. In vain did the old family associations try to

protect themselves by options on their hereditary land and that of their kindred. There

was  no  stopping  the  rot.  Every  day  another  plot  of  land  fell  under  the  hammer;

individual members withdrew from the family unit, and the peasants got into debt and

lost their land.

The British, with their wonted colonial stratagems, tried to make it appear as if their

power policy, which had in fact undermined the traditional forms of landownership and

brought about the collapse of the Hindu peasant economy, had been dictated by the

need to protect the peasants against native oppression and exploitation and served to

safeguard their own interests.(3) Britain artificially created a landed aristocracy at the

expense of the ancient property-rights of the peasant communities, and then proceeded

to ‘protect’  the peasants against these  alleged oppressors,  and to bring this  illegally

usurped land into the possession of British capitalists.

Thus large  estates  developed in  India  in a  short  time,  while  over  large  areas  the

peasants in their masses were turned into impoverished small tenants with a short-

term lease.

Lastly, one more striking fact shows the typically capitalist method of colonisation.

The British were the first conquerors of India who showed gross indifference to public

utilities. Arabs, Afghans and Mongols had organised and maintained magnificent works

of canalisation in India, they had given the country a network of roads, spanned the

rivers with bridges and seen to the sinking of wells. Timur or Tamerlane, the founder of

the Mongol dynasty in India, had a care for the cultivation of the soil, for irrigation, for

the safety of the roads and the provision of food for travellers.(4) The primitive Indian

Rajahs, the Afghan or Mongol conquerors, at any rate, in spite of occasional cruelty
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against individuals, made their mark with the marvellous constructions we can find to-

day at  every step and which seem to be the work of a giant race. ‘The (East India)

Company which ruled India until 1858 did not make one spring accessible, did not sink

a single well, nor build a bridge for the benefit of the Indians.’(5)

Another witness, the Englishman James Wilson, says:

‘In  the  Madras  Province,  no-one can help being impressed by  the  magnificent  ancient

irrigation systems, traces of which have been preserved until our time. Locks and weirs

dam the rivers into great lakes, from which canals distribute the water for an area of 60 or

70 miles around. On the large rivers, there are 30 to 40 of such weirs ... The rain water

from the mountains was collected in artificial ponds, many of which still remain and boast

circumferences of between 15 and 25 miles. Nearly all these gigantic constructions were

completed before the year 1750. During the war between the Company and the Mongol

rulers – and, be it said, during the entire period of our rule in India – they have sadly

decayed.’(6)

No wonder! British capital had no object in giving the Indian communities economic

support or helping them to survive. Quite the reverse, it aimed to destroy them and to

deprive them of their productive forces. The unbridled greed, the acquisitive instinct of

accumulation must by its very nature take every advantage of the ‘conditions of the

market’ and can have no thought for the morrow. It is incapable of seeing far enough to

recognise  the  value  of  the  economic  monuments  of  an  older  civilisation.  (Recently

British engineers in Egypt feverishly tried to discover traces of an ancient irrigation

system rather like the one a stupid lack of Vision had allowed to decay in India when

they were charged with damming the Nile on a grand scale in furtherance of capitalist

enterprise.)  Not  until  1867 was England able  to appreciate  the results  of  her noble

efforts in this respect. In the terrible famine of that year a million people were killed in

the Orissa district alone; and Parliament was shocked into investigating the causes of

the emergency. The British government has now introduced administrative measures in

an attempt to save the peasant from usury. The Punjab Alienation Act of 1900 made it

illegal  to sell or mortgage peasant lands to persons other than of the peasant caste,

though  exceptions  can  be  made  in  individual  cases,  subject  to  the  tax  collector’s

approval.(7)  Having  deliberately  disrupted  the  protecting  ties  of  the  ancient  Hindu

social associations, after having nurtured a system of usury where nothing is thought of

a 15 per cent charge of interest, the British now entrust the ruined Indian peasant to the

tender care of the Exchequer and its officials, under the ‘protection’, that is to say, of

those draining him of his livelihood.

Next to tormented British India, Algeria under French rule claims pride of place in

the annals of capitalist colonisation. When the French conquered Algeria, ancient social

and  economic  institutions  prevailed  among  the  Arab-Kabyle  population.  These  had
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been preserved until  the nineteenth century,  and in spite of  the long and turbulent

history of the country they survive in part even to the present day.

Private property may have existed no doubt  in the towns,  among the Moors  and

Jews, among merchants, artisans and usurers. Large rural areas may have been seized

by the State under Turkish suzerainty – yet nearly half of the productive land is jointly

held by Arab and Kabyle tribes who still keep up the ancient patriarchal customs. Many

Arab families led the same kind of nomad life in the nineteenth century as they had

done since time immemorial, an existence that appears restless and irregular only to

the  superficial  observer,  but  one  that  is  in  fact  strictly  regulated  and  extremely

monotonous. In summer they were wont, man, woman and child, to take their herds

and tents and migrate to the sea-swept shores of the Tell district; and in the winter they

would move back again to the protective warmth of the desert. They travelled along

definite  routes,  and the summer and winter  stations  were fixed for every  tribe  and

family. The fields of those Arabs who had settled on the land were in most cases the

joint property of the clans, and the great Kabyle family associations also lived according

to old traditional rules under the patriarchal guidance of their elected heads.

The women would take turns for household duties; a matriarch, again elected by the

family, being in complete charge of the clan’s domestic affairs, or else the women taking

turns of duty. This organisation of the Kabyle clans on the fringe of the African desert

bears a startling resemblance to that of the famous Southern Slavonic Zadruga – not

only the fields but all the tools, weapons and monies, all that the members acquire or

need for their work, are communal property of the clan. Personal property is confined

to one suit of clothing, and in the case of a woman to the dresses and ornaments of her

dowry. More valuable attire and jewels, however, are considered common property, and

individuals were allowed to use them only if the whole family approved. If the clan was

not too numerous, meals were taken at a common table; the women took it in turns to

cook, but the eldest were entrusted with the dishing out. If a family circle was too large,

the head of the family would each month ration out strictly proportionate quantities of

uncooked food to the individual families who then prepared them. These communities

were bound together by close ties of  kinship, mutual assistance and equality,  and a

patriarch would implore his sons on his deathbed to remain faithful to the family.(8)

These  social  relations  were  already  seriously  impaired  by  the  rule  of  the  Turks,

established in Algeria in the sixteenth century. Yet the Turkish exchequer had by no

means confiscated all the land. That is a legend invented by the French at a much later

date. Indeed, only a European mind is capable of such a flight of fancy which is contrary

to the entire economic foundation of Islam both in theory and practice. In truth, the

facts were quite different. The Turks did not touch the communal fields of the village
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communities. They merely confiscated a great part of uncultivated land from the clans

and converted it  into crown land under Turkish local  administrators  (Beyliks).  The

state worked these lands in part with native labour, and in part they were leased out on

rent or against payment in kind. Further the Turks took advantage of every revolt of the

subjected families and of every disturbance in the country to add to their possessions by

large-scale confiscation of land, either for military establishments or for public auction,

when most of it went to Turkish or other usurers. To escape from the burden of taxation

and confiscation, many peasants placed themselves under the protection of the Church,

just as they had done in medieval Germany. Hence considerable areas became Church

property. All these changes finally resulted in the following distribution of Algerian land

at the time of the French conquest: crown lands occupied nearly 3,750,000 acres, and a

further 7,500,000 acres of uncultivated land as common property of All the Faithful

(Bled-el-Islam). 7,500,000 acres had been privately owned by the Berbers since Roman

times,  and  under  Turkish  rule  a  further  3,750,000  acres  had  come  into  private

ownership, a mere 12,500,000 acres remaining communal property of individual Arab

clans. In the Sahara, some of the 7,500,000 acres fertile land near the Sahara Oases

was  communally  owned  by  the  clans  and  some  belonged  to  private  owners.  The

remaining 57,500,000,000 acres were mainly waste land.

With their  conquest of  Algeria,  the French made a great ado about  their work of

civilisation, since the country, having shaken off the Turkish yoke at the beginning of

the eighteenth century, was harbouring the pirates who infested the Mediterranean and

trafficked  in  Christian  slaves.  Spain  and  the  North  American  Union  in  particular,

themselves at that time slave traders on no mean scale, declared relentless war on this

Moslem iniquity.  France,  in  the  very  throes  of  the  Great  Revolution,  proclaimed a

crusade against Algerian anarchy. Her subjection of that country was carried through

under  the  slogans  of  ‘combating  slavery’  and  ‘instituting  orderly  and  civilised

conditions’. Yet practice was soon to show what was at the bottom of it all. It is common

knowledge that in the forty years following the subjection of Algeria, no European state

suffered  so  many  changes  in  its  political  system  as  France:  the  restoration  of  the

monarchy was followed by the July Revolution and the reign of the ‘Citizen King’, and

this  was  succeeded  by  the  February  Revolution,  the  Second  Republic,  the  Second

Empire,  and finally,  after  the  disaster  of  1870,  by  the  Third  Republic.  In  turn,  the

aristocracy,  high  finance,  petty  bourgeoisie  and the  large  middle  classes  in  general

gained political ascendancy. Yet French policy in Algeria remained undeflected by this

succession of events; it pursued a single aim from beginning to end; at the fringe of the

African desert, it demonstrated plainly that all the political revolutions in nineteenth-

century France centred in a single basic interest: the rule of a capitalist bourgeoisie and

its institutions of ownership.
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‘The bill submitted for your consideration’, said Deputy Humbert on June 30, 1873, in the

Session  of  the  National  Assembly  as  spokesman  for  the  Commission  for  Regulating

Agrarian Conditions in Algeria, ‘is but the crowning touch to an edifice well-founded on a

whole  series  of  ordinances,  edicts,  laws and decrees  of  the  Senate  which together  and

severally have as the same object: the establishment of private property among the Arabs.’

In  spite  of  the  ups  and  downs  of  internal  French  Politics,  French  colonial  policy

persevered for fifty years in its systematic and deliberate efforts to destroy and disrupt

communal  property.  It  served  two  distinct  purposes:  The  break-up  of  communal

property  was  primarily  intended  to  smash  the  social  power  of  the  Arab  family

associations  and to  quell  their  stubborn  resistance  against  the  French  yoke,  in  the

course of which there were innumerable risings so that, in spite of France’s military

superiority,  the  country  was  in  a  continual  state  of  war.(9)  Secondly,  communal

property had to be disrupted in order to gain the economic assets of the conquered

country; the Arabs, that is to say, had to be deprived of the land they had owned for a

thousand years, so that French capitalists could get it. Once again the fiction we know

so well, that under Moslem law all land belongs to the ruler, was brought into play. Just

as  the  English  had  done  in  British  India,  so  Louis  Philippe’s  governors  in  Algeria

declared the existence of communal property owned by the clan to be ‘impossible’. This

fiction served as an excuse to claim for the state most of the uncultivated areas, and

especially  the  commons,  woods  and  meadows,  and  to  use  them  for  purposes  of

colonisation. A complete system of settlement developed, the so-called cantonments

which settled French colonists on the clan land and herded the tribes into a small area.

Under the decrees of 1830, 1831, 1840, 1844, 1845 and 1846 these thefts of Arab family

land were legalised. Yet this system of settlement did not actually further colonisation;

it only bred wild speculation and usury. In most instances the Arabs managed to buy

back the land that had been taken from them, although they were thus incurring heavy

debts. French methods of oppressive taxation had the same tendency, in particular the

law of June 16, 1851, proclaiming all  forests to be state property,  which robbed the

natives  of  6,000,000  acres  of  pasture  and  brushwood,  and  took  away  the  prime

essential for animal husbandry. This spate of laws, ordinances and regulations wrought

havoc with the ownership of  land in the country.  Under the prevailing condition of

feverish speculation in land, many natives sold their estates to the French in the hope of

ultimately recovering them. Quite often they sold the same plot to two or three buyers

at a time, and what is more, it was quite often inalienable family land and did not even

belong to them. A company of speculators from Rouen, e.g.,  believed that they had

bought 50,000 acres, but in fact they had only acquired a disputed title to 3,425 acres.

There followed an infinite number of lawsuits in which the French courts supported on

principle  all  partitions  and  claims  of  the  buyers.  In  these  uncertain  conditions,

speculation,  usury  and anarchy  were  rife.  But  although the  introduction  of  French

colonists in large numbers among the Arab population had aimed at securing support
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for  the  French  government,  this  scheme  failed  miserably.  Thus,  under  the  Second

Empire, French policy tried another tack. The government, with its European lack of

vision, had stubbornly denied the existence of communal property for thirty years, but

it had learned better at last. By a single stroke of the pen, joint family property was

officially recognised and condemned to be broken up. This is the double significance of

the decree of the Senate dated April 22, 1864. General Allard declared in the Senate:

‘The government does not  lose sight of  the fact  that the general aim of its  policy is  to

weaken the influence of the tribal chieftains and to dissolve the family associations. By this

means, it will sweep away the last remnants of feudalism [sic!] defended by the opponents

of the government bill ... The surest method of accelerating the process of dissolving the

family associations will be to institute private property and to settle European colonists

among the Arab families.’(10)

The  law  of  1863  created  special  Commissions,  for  cutting  up  the  landed  estates,

consisting of the Chairman, either a Brigadier-General or Colonel, one sous-préfet, one

representative  of  the  Arab  military  authorities  and an  official  bailiff.  These  natural

experts on African economics and social conditions were faced with the threefold task,

first  of  determining  the  precise  boundaries  of  the  great  family  estates,  secondly  to

distribute, the ‘estates’ of each clan among its various branches, and finally to break up

this family land into separate private allotments. This expedition of the Brigadiers into

the interior of Africa duly took place. The Commissions proceeded to their destinations.

They were to combine the office of judge in all land disputes with that of surveyor and

land distributor, the final decision resting with the Governor-General of Algeria. Ten

years’ valiant efforts by the Commissions yielded the following result: between 1863

and 1873, of 700 hereditary estates, 400 were shared out among the branches of each

clan,  and the  foundations  for  future  inequalities,  between  great  landed estates  and

small allotments were thus laid. One family, in fact, might receive between 25 and 10

acres, while another might get as much as 250 or even 450 acres, depending on the size

of the estate and the number of collaterals, within the clan. Partition, however, stopped

at that point. Arab customs presented unsurmountable difficulties to a further division

of family land. In spite of Colonels and Brigadiers, French policy had again failed in its

object to create private property for transfer to the French.

But the Third Republic, an undisguised regime of the bourgeoisie, had the courage

and the cynicism to go straight for its goal and to attack the problem from the other

end, disdaining the preliminaries of the Second Empire. In 1873, the National Assembly

worked out a law with the avowed intention immediately to split up the entire estates of

all the 700 Arab clans, and forcibly to institute private property in the shortest possible

time. Desperate conditions in the colony were the pretext for this measure. It had taken

the great Indian famine of 1866 to awaken the British public to the marvellous exploits
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of British colonial policy and to call for a parliamentary investigation; and similarly,

Europe was alarmed at the end of the sixties by the crying needs of Algeria where more

than forty  years  of  French rule  culminated in  wide-spread famine and a  disastrous

mortality rate among the Arabs. A commission of inquiry was set up to recommend new

legislation with which to bless the Arabs: it was unanimously resolved that there was

only one lifebuoy for them – the institution of private property; that alone could save

the Arab from destitution, since he would then always be able to sell or mortgage his

land. It was decided therefore, that the only means of alleviating the distress of the

Arabs, deeply involved in debts as they were because of the French land robberies and

oppressive taxation, was to deliver them completely into the hands of the usurers. This

farce was expounded in all seriousness before the National Assembly and was accepted

with equal gravity by that worthy body. The ‘victors’ of the Paris Commune flaunted

their brazenness.

In the National Assembly, two arguments in particular served to support the new

law:  those  in  favour  of  the  bill  emphasised  over  and  over  again  that  the  Arabs

themselves urgently desired the introduction of private property. And so they did, or

rather the Algerian land speculators and usurers did, since they were vitally interested

in ‘liberating’ their victims from the protection of the family ties. As long as Moslem law

prevailed  in  Algeria,  hereditary  clan  and  family  lands  were  inalienable,  which  laid

insuperable difficulties in the way of anyone who wished to mortgage his land. The law

of 1863 had merely made a breach in these obstacles, and the issue now at stake was

their complete abolition so as to give a free hand to the usurers. The second argument

was ‘scientific’, part of the same intellectual equipment from which that worthy, James

Mill, had drawn for his abstruse conclusions regarding Indian relations of ownership:

English  classical  economics.  Thoroughly  versed  in  their  masters’  teachings,  the

disciples  of  Smith  and  Ricardo  impressively  declaimed  that  private  property  is

indispensable for the prevention of famines in Algeria, for more intensive and better

cultivation of the land, since obviously no one would be prepared to invest capital or

intensive labour in a piece of land which does not belong to him and whose produce is

not his own to enjoy. But the facts spoke a different language. They proved that the

French  speculators  employed  the  private  property  they  had  created  in  Algeria  for

anything  but  the  more  intensive  and  improved  cultivation  of  the  soil.  In  1873,

1,000,000 acres were French property. But the capitalist companies, the Algerian and

Setif Company which owned 300,000 acres, did not cultivate the land at all but leased

it to the natives who tilled it in the traditional manner, nor were 25 per cent of the other

French owners engaged in agriculture. It was simply impossible to conjure up capitalist

investments and intensive agriculture overnight, just as capitalist conditions in general

could not be created out of  nothing. They existed only in the imagination of profit-

seeking French speculators, and in the benighted doctrinaire visions of their scientific
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economists.  The essential  point,  shorn of  all  pretexts  and flourishes  which seem to

justify the law of 1873, was simply the desire to deprive the Arabs of their land, their

livelihood.  And although these  arguments  had worn threadbare and were evidently

insincere, this law which was to put paid to the Algerian population and their material

prosperity, was passed unanimously on July 26, 1873.

But even this master-stroke soon proved a failure. The policy of the Third Republic

miscarried because of  the difficulties in substituting at  one stroke bourgeois private

property for the ancient clan communism, just as the policy of the Second Empire had

come  to  grief  over  the  same  issue.  In  1890,  when  the  law  of  July  26,  1873,

supplemented by a second law on April 28, 1887, had been in force for seventeen years,

14,000,000 francs had been spent on dealing with 40,000,000 acres. It was estimated

that  the  process  would  not  be  completed  before  1950 and would  require  a  further

60,000,000 francs. And still abolition of clan communism, the ultimate purpose, had

not been accomplished.  What had really  been attained was all  too evident:  reckless

speculation in land, thriving usury and the economic ruin of the natives.

Since it had been impossible to institute private property by force, a new experiment

was undertaken. The laws of 1873 and 1887 had been condemned by a commission

appointed for their revision by the Algerian government in 1890. It was another seven

years before the legislators on the Seine made the effort to consider reforms for the

ruined country. The new decree of the Senate refrained in principle from instituting

private property by compulsion or administrative measures. The laws of February 2,

1897, and the edict of the Governor-General of Algeria (March 3, 1898) both provided

chiefly for the introduction of private property following a voluntary application by the

prospective purchaser or owner.(11)  But there were clauses to permit a single owner,

without the consent of the others, to claim private property; further, such a ‘voluntary’

application can be extorted at any convenient moment if the owner is in debt and the

usurer exerts pressure. And so the new law left the doors wide open for French and

native capitalists further to disrupt and exploit the hereditary and clan lands.

Of recent years, this mutilation of Algeria which had been going on for eight decades

meets with even less opposition, since the Arabs, surrounded as they are by French

capital following the subjection of Tunisia (1881) and the recent conquest of Morocco,

have been rendered more and more helpless. The latest result of the French regime in

Algeria is an Arab exodus into Turkey.(12)
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Footnotes

(1)  Mill,  in  his  History  of  British  India,  substantiates  the  thesis  that  under  primitive
conditions the land belongs always and everywhere to the sovereign, on evidence collected at
random and quite  indiscriminately from the most  varied sources (Mungo Park,  Herodotus,
Volney, Acosta, Gardilasso de in Vega, Abbé Grosier, Barrow, Diodorus, Strabo and others).
Applying this thesis to India, he goes on to say: ‘From these facts only one conclusion can be
drawn, that the property of the soil resided in the sovereign; or if it did not reside in him, it will
be impossible  to  show to whom it  belonged’  (James Mill,  History of  British India  (4th
edition, 1840), vol.i, p.311). Mill’s editor, H.H. Wilson who, as Professor of Sanskrit at Oxford
University, was thoroughly versed in the legal relations of Ancient India, gives an interesting
commentary to this classical deduction. Already in his preface he characterises the author as a
partisan who has juggled with the whole history of British India in order to justify the theories
of Mr. Bentham and who, with this end, has used the most dubious means for his portrait of the
Hindus which in no way resembles the original and almost outrages humanity. He appends the
following footnote to our quotation: ‘The greater part of the text and of the notes here is wholly
irrelevant. The illustrations drawn from the Mahometan practice, supposing them to be correct,
have nothing to do with the laws and rights of the Hindus. They are not, however, even accurate
and  Mr.  Mill’s  guides  have  misled  him.’  Wilson  then  contests  outright  the  theory  of  the
sovereign’s  right  of  ownership  in  land,  especially  with  reference  to  India.  (Ibid.,  p.305,
footnote.) Henry Maine, too, is of the opinion that the British attempted to derive their claim to
Indian  land  from  the  Mahometans  in  the  first  place,  and  he  recognises  this  claim  to  be
completely  unjustified.  ‘The  assumption  which  the  English  first  made  was  one  which  they
inherited from their  Mahometan predecessors.  It  was that  all  the soil  belonged in absolute
property to the sovereign, and that all private property in land existed by his sufferance. The
Mahometan theory and the corresponding Mahometan practice had put out of sight the ancient
view of the sovereign’s rights which, though it assigned to him a far larger share of the produce
of the land than any Western ruler has ever claimed, yet in nowise denied the existence of
private property in land’ (Village Communities in the East and West, 5th edition, vol.ii,
1890, p.104). Maxim Kovalevski, on the other hand, has proved thoroughly that this alleged
‘Mahometan  theory  and  practice’  is  an  exclusively  British  legend.  (Cf.  his  excellent  study,
written in Russian, On the Causes, the Development and the Consequences of the
Disintegration of Communal Ownership of Land,  Moscow 1879, part i.) Incidentally,
British experts and their French colleagues at the time of writing maintain an analogous legend
about China, for example, asserting that all the land there had been the Emperor’s property.
(Cf.  the  refutation  of  this  legend  by  Dr.  O.  Franke,  Die  Rechtsverhältnisse  am
Grundeigentum in China, 1903.)

(2)  ‘The partitions of  inheritances and execution for  debt  levied on land are destroying the
communities – this is the formula heard nowadays everywhere in India’ (Henry Maine, op.
cit., p.113).

(3) This view of British colonial policy, expounded e.g. by Lord Roberts of Kandahar (for many
years a representative of British power in India) is typical. He can give no other explanation for
the  Sepoy  Mutiny  than  mere  ‘misunderstandings’  of  the  paternal  intentions  of  the  British
rulers.

‘... the alleged unfairness of what was known in India as the land settlement, under which

system  the  right  and  title  of  each  landholder  to  his  property  was  examined,  and  the

amount of revenue to be paid by him to the paramount Power, as owner of the soil, was

regulated ... as peace and order were established, the system of land revenue, which had
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been enforced in an extremely oppressive and corrupt manner under successive Native

Rulers and dynasties, had to be investigated and revised. With this object in view, surveys

were made, and inquiries instituted into the rights of ownership and occupancy, the result

being that in many cases it was found that families of position and influence had either

appropriated  the  property  of  their  humbler  neighbours,  or  evaded  an  assessment

proportionate to the value of their estates. Although these inquiries were carried out: with

the best intentions, they were extremely distasteful to the higher classes, while they failed

to conciliate the masses. The ruling families deeply resented our endeavours to introduce

an equitable determination of rights and assessment of land revenue ... On the other hand,

although the agricultural population greatly benefited by our rule, they could not realise

the  benevolent  intentions  of  a  Government  which  tried  to  elevate  their  position  and

improve their prospects’ (Forty One Years in India, London 1905, p.233).

(4) In his Maxims on Government (translated from the Persian into English in 1783), Timur
says:

‘And I commanded that they should build places of worship, and monasteries in every city;

and that they should erect structures for the reception of travellers on the high roads, and

that they should make bridges across the rivers.

‘And I commanded that the ruined bridges should be repaired; and that bridges should

be constructed over the rivulets, and over the rivers; and that on the roads, at the distance

of  one  stage  from each  other,  Kauruwansarai  should  be  erected;  and that  guards  and

watchmen should be stationed on the road, and that in every Kauruwansarai people should

be appointed to reside ...

‘And I ordained, whoever undertook the cultivation of waste lands, or built an aqueduct,

or made a canal, or planted a grove, or restored to culture a deserted district, that in the

first year nothing should be taken from him, and that in the second year, whatever the

subject voluntarily offered should be received, and that in the third year, duties should be

collected according to the regulation’ (James Mill, op. cit., vol.ii, pp.498).

(5) Count Warren, De l’État moral de la population indigène. Quoted by Kovalevski, op. cit.,
p.164.

(6) Historical  and  Descriptive  Account  of  British  India  from  the  most  remote
period to the conclusion of the Afghan war  by Hugh Murray, James Wilson, Greville,
Professor Jameson, William Wallace and Captain Dalrymple (Edinburgh, 4th edition, 1843),
vol.ii, p.427. Quoted by Kovalevski, op. cit.

(7)  Victor  v.  Leyden,  Agrarverfassung und Grundsteuer  in  Britisch  Ostindien,  Jahrb  f.
Ges., Verw. u. Volksw., vol.xxxvi, no.4, p.1855.

(8)  ‘When dying, the father of the family nearly always advises his children to live in unity,
according to the example  of  their  elders.  This  is  his  last  exhortation,  his  dearest  wish’  (A.
Hanotaux et A. Letournaux, La Kabylie et les Coûtumes Kabyles, vol.ii, 1873, Droit Civil,
pp.468-73). The authors, by the way, appraised this impressive description of communism in
the clan with this peculiar sentence:

‘Within the industrious fold of the family association, all are united in a common purpose,

all  work  for  the  general  interest  – but  no  one  gives  up  his  freedom or  renounces  his
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hereditary rights. In no other nation does the organisation approach so closely to equality,

being yet so far removed from communism.’

(9) ‘We must lose no time in dissolving the family associations, since they are the lever of all
opposition against our rule’ (Deputy Didier in the National Assembly of 1851).

(10) Quoted by Kovalevski, op. cit., p.217. Since the Great Revolution, of course, it had become
the fashion in France to dub all opposition to the government an open or covert defence of
feudalism.

(11)  G.  Anton, Neuere Agrarpolitik in Algerien und Tunesien,  Jahrb f.  Gesetzgebung,
Verwaltung und Volkswirtschaft (1900), pp.1341ff.

(12)  On June 20, 1912, M. Albin Rozet,  on behalf of the Commission for the Reform of the
‘Indigenat’ (Administrative Justice) in Algeria, stated in his speech to the French Chamber of
Deputies that thousands of Algerians were migrating from the Setif  district,  and that  1,200
natives had emigrated from Tlemcen during the last year, their destination being Syria. One
immigrant wrote from his new home: ‘I have now settled in Damascus and am perfectly happy.
There are many Algerians here in Syria who, like me, have emigrated. The government has
given us land and facilities to cultivate it.’ The Algerian government combats this exodus – by
denying passports to prospective emigrants. (Cf. Journal Officiel, June 21, 1912, pp.1594ff.)
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 28

The second condition of importance for acquiring means of production and realising

the  surplus  value  is  the  commodity  exchange  and  commodity  economy  should  be

introduced in societies based on natural economy as soon as their independence has

been abrogated, or rather in the course of this disruptive process. Capital requires to

buy the products of, and sell its commodities to, all non-capitalist strata and societies.

Here at last we seem to find the beginnings of that ‘peace’ and ‘equality’, the do ut des,

mutual interest, ‘peaceful competition’ and the ‘influences of civilisation’. For capital

can indeed deprive alien social associations of their means of production by force, it can

compel the workers to submit to capitalist exploitation, but it cannot force them to buy

its  commodities  or  to  realise  its  surplus  value.  In  districts  where  natural  economy

formerly  prevailed,  the  introduction  of  means  of  transport  –  railways,  navigation,

canals – is vital for the spreading of commodity economy, a further hopeful sign. The

triumphant march of commodity economy thus begins in most cases with magnificent

constructions of modern transport, such as railway lines which cross primeval forests

and tunnel through the mountains, telegraph wires which bridge the deserts, and ocean

liners which call  at  the most outlying ports.  But it  is  a mere illusion that these are

peaceful  changes.  Under  the standard of  commerce,  the  relations  between the East

India Company and the spice-producing countries were quite as piratical, extortionate

and blatantly fraudulent as present-day relations between American capitalists and the

Red Indians of Canada whose furs they buy, or between German merchants and the
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Negroes of Africa. Modern China presents a classical example of the ‘gentle’, ‘peace-

loving’  practices  of  commodity  exchange  with  backward  countries.  Throughout  the

nineteenth century, beginning with the early forties, her history has been punctuated by

wars with the object of opening her up to trade by brute force. Missionaries provoked

persecutions of Christians, Europeans instigated risings, and in periodical massacres a

completely helpless and peaceful agrarian population was forced to match arms with

the most modern capitalist military technique of all the Great Powers of Europe. Heavy

war contributions necessitated a public debt, China taking up European loans, resulting

in European control over her finances and occupation of her fortifications; the opening

of free ports was enforced, railway concessions to European capitalists extorted. By all

these measures commodity exchange was fostered in China, from the early thirties of

the last century until the beginning of the Chinese revolution.

European  civilisation,  that  is  to  say  commodity  exchange  with  European  capital,

made its first impact on China with the Opium Wars when she was compelled to buy

the drug from Indian plantations in order to make money for British capitalists. In the

seventeenth century, the East India Company had introduced the cultivation of poppies

in Bengal; the use of the drug was disseminated in China by its Canton branch. At the

beginning of the nineteenth century, opium fell so considerably in price that it rapidly

became the ‘luxury of the people’.  In 1821, 4,628 chests of  opium were imported to

China at  an average price of  £265;  then the price  fell  by 50 per cent;  and Chinese

imports rose to 9,621 chests in 1825, and to 26,670 chests in 1830.(1) The deadly effects

of the drug, especially of the cheaper kinds used by the poorer population, became a

public calamity and made it necessary for China to lay an embargo on imports, as an

emergency measure. Already in 1828, the viceroy of Canton had prohibited imports of

opium, only to deflect the trade to other ports. One of the Peking censors commanded

to investigate the question gave the following report:

‘I have learnt that people who smoke opium have developed such a craving for this noxious

drug that they make every effort to obtain this gratification. If they do not get their opium

at the usual hour, their limbs begin to tremble, they break out in sweat, and they cannot

perform the slightest tasks. But as soon as they are given the pipe, they inhale a few puffs

and are cured immediately.

‘Opium has therefore become a necessity for all who smoke it and it is not surprising

that under cross-examination by the local authorities they will submit to every punishment

rather than reveal the names of their suppliers. Local authorities are also in some cases

given presents to tolerate the evil or to delay any investigation already under way. Most

merchants who bring goods for sale into Canton also deal in smuggled opium.

‘I am of the opinion that opium is by far a greater evil than gambling, and that opium

smokers should therefore be punished no less than gamblers.’
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The censor suggested that every convicted opium smoker should be sentenced to eighty

strokes  of  the  bamboo,  and anybody refusing to give the name of  his  supplier  to a

hundred strokes and three years of exile. The pig tailed Cato of Peking concludes his

report with a frankness staggering to any European official:

‘Apparently opium is mostly introduced from abroad by dishonest officials in connivance

with profit-seeking merchants who transport it into the interior of the country. Then the

first to indulge are  people of  good family,  wealthy private persons and merchants,  but

ultimately the drug habit  spreads  among the common people.  I  have learnt  that  in all

provinces opium is smoked not only in the civil service but also in the army. The officials of

the various districts indeed enjoin the legal prohibition of sale by special edicts. But at the

same time, their parents, families, dependants and servants simply go on smoking opium,

and the merchants profit from the ban by increased prices. Even the police have been won

over; they buy the stuff instead of helping to suppress it, and this is an additional reason

for the disregard in which all prohibitions and ordinances are held.’(2)

Consequently, a stricter law was passed in 1833 which made every opium smoker liable

to a hundred strokes  and two months in the stocks,  and provincial  governors were

ordered to report annually on their progress in the battle against opium. But there were

two sequels to this campaign: on the one hand large-scale poppy plantations sprang up

in the interior, particularly in the Honan, Setchuan, and Kueitchan provinces, and on

the other, England declared war on China to get her to lift the embargo. These were the

splendid beginnings of opening China to European civilisation – by the opium pipe.

Canton was the first objective. The fortifications of the town at the main arm of the

Perl estuary could not have been more primitive. Every day at sunset a barrier of iron

chains was attached to wooden rafts anchored at various distances, and this was the

main defence. Moreover, the Chinese guns could only fire at a certain angle and were

therefore completely ineffectual. With such primitive defences, just adequate to prevent

a few merchant ships from landing, did the Chinese meet the British attack. A couple of

British cruisers,  then, sufficed to effect an entry on September 7,  1839.  The sixteen

battle-junks and thirteen fire-ships which the Chinese put up for resistance were shot

up or dispersed in a matter of forty-five minutes. After this initial victory, the British

renewed the attack in the beginning of 1841 with a considerably reinforced fleet. This

time the  fleet,  consisting  in  a  number  of  battle-junks,  and the  forts  were  attacked

simultaneously.  The  first  incendiary  rocket  that  was  fired  penetrated  through  the

armour casing of a junk into the powder chamber and blew the ship with the entire

crew sky high. In a short time eleven junks, including the flag-ship, were destroyed, and

the remainder precipitately made for safety.  The action on land took a little longer.

Since  the  Chinese  guns  were  quite  useless,  the  British  walked  right  through  the

fortifications,  climbed to  a  strategic  position – which was not  even guarded –  and

proceeded to slaughter the helpless Chinese from above. The casualty list of the battle
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was: for the Chinese 600 dead, and for the British, 1 dead and 30 wounded, more than

half of the latter having been injured by the accidental explosion of a powder magazine.

A few weeks later, there followed another British exploit. The forts of Anung-Hoy and

North Wantong were to be  taken.  No less than twelve  fully  equipped cruisers were

available  for  this  task.  What is  more,  the Chinese, once again forgetful  of  the most

important thing, had omitted to fortify the island of South Wantong. Thus the British

calmly landed a battery of howitzers to bombard the fort from one side, the cruisers

shelling it from the other. After that, the Chinese were driven from the forts in a matter

of minutes, and the landing met with no resistance. The ensuing display of inhumanity

– an English report says – will be for ever deeply deplored by the British staff. The

Chinese, trying to escape from the barricades, had fallen into a moat which was soon

literally filled to the brim with helpless soldiers begging for mercy. Into this mass of

prostrate human bodies, the sepoys – acting against orders, it is claimed – fired again

and again. This is the way in which Canton was made receptive to commodity exchange.

Nor did the other ports fare better. On July 4, 1841, three British cruisers with 120

cannon appeared off the island in the entrance to the town of Ningpo. More cruisers

arrived the following day. In the evening the British admiral  sent  a message to the

Chinese governor, demanding the capitulation of the island. The governor explained

that he had no power to resist but could not surrender without orders from Peking. He

therefore asked for a delay. This was refused, and at half-past two in the morning the

British stormed the defenceless island. Within eight minutes, the fort and the houses on

the shore were reduced to smouldering rubble. Having landed on the deserted coast

littered with broken spears,  sabres, shields, rifles and a few dead bodies,  the troops

advanced on the walls of the island town of Tinghai. With daybreak, reinforced by the

crews  of  other  ships  which  had  meanwhile  arrived,  they  proceeded  to  put  scaling

ladders to the scarcely defended ramparts. A few more minutes gave them mastery of

the town. This splendid victory was announced with becoming modesty in an Order of

the Day: ‘Fate has decreed that the morning of July 5, 1841, should be the historic date

on  which  Her  Majesty’s  flag  was  first  raised  over  the  most  beautiful  island  of  the

Celestial  Empire,  the  first  European  flag  to  fly  triumphantly  above  this  lovely

countryside.’(3)

On August 25,  1841,  the British approached the town of  Amoy,  whose forts  were

armed with a hundred of the heaviest Chinese guns. These guns being almost useless,

and the commanders lacking in resource, the capture of the harbour was child’s play.

Under cover of a heavy barrage, British ships drew near the walls of Kulangau, landed

their marines, and after a short stand the Chinese troops were driven out. The twenty-

six battle-junks with 128 guns in the harbour were also captured, their crews having

fled. One battery, manned by Tartars, heroically held out against the combined fire of
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three British ships, but a British landing was effected in their rear and the post wiped

out.

This was the finale of the notorious Opium War. By the peace treaty of August 27,

1842, the island of Hongkong was ceded to Britain. In addition, the towns of Canton,

Amoy, Futchou, Ningpo and Shanghai were to open their ports to foreign commerce.

But within fifteen years, there was a further war against China. This time, Britain had

joined forces with the French. In 1857, the allied navies captured Canton with a heroism

equal  to  that  of  the  first  war.  By  the  peace  of  Tientsin  (1858),  the  opium  traffic,

European commerce and Christian missions were admitted into the interior. Already in

1859, however, the British resumed hostilities and attempted to destroy the Chinese

fortifications on the Peiho river, but were driven off after a fierce battle in which 464

people were wounded or killed.(4)

After that, Britain and France again joined forces. At the end of August 1860, 12,600

English and 7,500 French troops under General Cousin-Montauban first captured the

Taku  forts  without  a  single  shot  having  been  fired.  Then  they  proceeded  towards

Tientsin and on towards Peking. A bloody battle was joined at Palikao, and Peking fell

to the European Powers. Entering the almost depopulated and completely undefended

city,  the victors began by pillaging the Imperial  Palade, manfully helped by General

Cousin himself, who was later to become field marshal and Count of Palikao. Then the

Palace went up in flames, fired on Lord Elgin’s order as an imposed penance.(5)

The European Powers now obtained concessions to set up embassies in Peking, and

to  start  trading  with  Tientsin  and  other  towns.  The  Tchi-fu  Convention  of  1876

guaranteed full facilities for importing opium into China – at a time when the Anti-

Opium League in England agitated against the spreading of the drug habit in London,

Manchester and other industrial districts, when a parliamentary commission declared

the consumption of opium to be harmful in the extreme. By all treaties made at that

time  between  China  and  the  Great  Powers  any  European,  whether  merchant  or

missionary,  was  guaranteed  the  right  to  acquire  land,  to  which  end  the  legitimate

arguments were ably supported by deliberate frauds

First and foremost the ambiguity of the treaty texts made a convenient excuse for

European capital to encroach beyond the Treaty Ports. It used every loophole in the

wording  of  the  treaties  to  begin  with,  and  subsequently  blackmailed  the  Chinese

government into permitting the missions to acquire land not alone in the Treaty Ports

but in all the provinces of the realm. Their claim was based upon the notorious bare-

faced distortion of the Chinese original in Abbé Delamarre’s official translation of the

supplementary convention with France French diplomacy, and the Protestant missions

in particular,  unanimously condemned the crafty swindle of  the Catholic padre, but
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nevertheless they were firm that the rights of French missions obtained by this fraud

should be explicitly extended to the Protestant missions as well.(6)

China’s entry into commodity exchange, having begun with the Opium Wars, was

finally accomplished with a series of ‘leases’ and the China campaign of 1900, when the

commercial interests of European capital sank to a brazen international dogfight over

Chinese land. The description of the Dowager Empress, who wrote to Queen Victoria

after the capture of the Taku forts, subtly underlines this contrast between the initial

theory and the ultimate practice of the ‘agents of European civilisation’:

‘To your Majesty, greeting! – In all the dealings of England with the Empire of China, since

first relations were established between us, there has never been any idea of territorial

aggrandisement  on  the  part  of  Great  Britain,  but  only  a  keen  desire  to  promote  the

interests of her trade.  Reflecting upon the fact that  our country is  now plunged into a

dreadful condition of warfare, we bear in mind that a large proportion of China’s trade,

seventy or eighty per cent, is done with England; moreover, your Customs duties are the

lightest  in the world,  and few restrictions are made at  your sea-ports in  the  matter  of

foreign importations; for these reasons our amiable relations with British merchants at our

Treaty Ports have continued unbroken for the last half century, to our mutual benefit. –

But a sudden change has now occurred and general suspicion has been created against us.

We would therefore ask you now to consider that if, by any conceivable combination of

circumstances, the independence of our Empire should be lost, and the Powers unite to

carry  out  their  long-plotted  schemes  to  possess  themselves  of  our  territory’  –  (in  a

simultaneous message to the Emperor of Japan, the impulsive Tzu Hsi openly refers to

‘The  earth-hungry  Powers  of  the  West,  whose  tigerish  eyes  of  greed  are  fixed  in  our

direction’(7)) – ‘the results to your country’s interests would be disastrous and fatal to your

trade. At this moment our Empire is striving to the utmost to raise an army and funds

sufficient  for  its  protection;  in  the  meanwhile  we  rely  on your  good services  to act  as

mediator, and now anxiously await your decision.’(8)

Both during the wars  and in the interim periods,  European civilisation was busy

looting and thieving on a grand scale in the Chinese Imperial  Palaces, in the public

buildings and in the monuments of  ancient civilisation,  not only in 1860, when the

French pillaged the Emperor’s Palace with its legendary treasures, or in 1900, ‘when all

the nations vied with each other to steal public and private property’. Every European

advance was marked not only with the progress of commodity exchange, but by the

smouldering ruins of the largest and most venerable towns, by the decay of agriculture

over large rural  areas,  and by intolerably oppressive taxation for war contributions.

There are more than 40 Chinese Treaty Ports – and every one of them has been paid for

with streams of blood, with massacre and ruin.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>
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Footnotes

(1)  77,379  chests  were  imported  in  1854.  Later,  the  imports  somewhat  declined,  owing  to
increased home production. Nevertheless, China remained the chief buyer. India produced just
under 6,400,000 tons of opium in 1873/4, of which 6,100,000 tons were sold to the Chinese.
To-day [1912] India still exports 4,800,000 tons, value £7,500,000,000, almost exclusively to
China and the Malay Archipelago.

(2) Quoted by J. Scheibert, Der Krieg in China (1903), vol.ii, 179

(3) Ibid., p.207.

(4) An Imperial Edict issued on the third day of the eighth moon in the tenth year of Hsien-Feng
(6/9/1860) said amongst other things:

‘We have never forbidden England and France to trade with China,  and for long years

there has been peace between them and us. But three years ago the English, for no good

cause, invaded our city of Canton, and carried off our officials into captivity. We refrained

at that time from taking any retaliatory measures, because we were compelled to recognise

that the obstinacy of the Viceroy Yeh had been in some measure a cause of the hostilities.

Two years ago, the barbarian Commander Elgin came north and we then commanded the

Viceroy of Chihli, T’an Ting-hsiang, to look into matters preparatory to negotiations. But

the barbarian took advantage of our unreadiness, attacking the Taku forts and pressing on

to Tientsin. Being anxious to spare our people the horrors of war, we again refrained from

retaliation  and  ordered  Kuei  Liang  to  discuss  terms  of  peace.  Notwithstanding  the

outrageous  nature  of  the  barbarians’  demands we  subsequently  ordered Kuei  Liang to

proceed  to  Shanghai  in  connection  with  the  proposed  Treaty  of  Commerce  and  even

permitted its ratification as earnest of our good faith.

‘In spite of all this, the barbarian leader Bruce again displayed intractability of the most

unreasonable kind, and once more appeared off Taku with a squadron of warships in the

eighth Moon. Seng Ko Lin Ch’in thereupon attacked him fiercely and compelled him to

make a rapid retreat From all these facts it is clear that China has committed no breach of

faith  and  that  the  barbarians  have  been  in  the  wrong.  During  the  present  year  the

barbarian leaders Elgin and Grog have again appeared off out coasts, but China, unwilling

to resort to extreme measures,  agreed to their  landing and permitted them to come to

Peking for the ratification of the Treaty.

‘Who could have believed that all this time the barbarians have been darkly plotting; and

that they had brought with them an army of soldiers and artillery with which they attacked

the Taku forts from the rear, and, having driven out our forces, advanced upon Tientsin!’

(I.O. Bland and E.T. Blackhouse, China under the Empress Dowager, London 1910,

pp.24-5. Cf. also in this work the entire chapter, The Flight to Yehol.)

(5)  These  European exploits  to  make  China  receptive  to  commodity  exchange,  provide  the
setting for a charming episode of China’s internal history: Straight from looting the Manchu
Emperor’s Summer Palace, the ‘Gordon of China’ went on a campaign against the rebels of
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Taiping. In fact, the suppression of the revolt was the work of the British army. But while a
considerable number of Europeans, among them a French admiral, gave their lives to preserve
China  for  the  Manchu  dynasty,  the  representatives  of  European  commerce  were  eagerly
grasping this opportunity to make capital out of these fights, supplying arms both to their own
champions and to the rebels who went to war against them. ‘Moreover, the worthy merchant
was tempted, by the opportunity for making some money, to supply both armies with arms and
munitions, and since the rebels had greater difficulties in obtaining supplies than the Emperor’s
men and were therefore compelled and prepared to pay higher prices, they were given priority
and could thus resist not only the troops of their own government but also those of England and
France’ (M. v. Brandt, 3 Jahre in Ostasien, 1911, vol.iii, China, p.11).

(6) Dr. O. Frank; Die Rechtsverhältnisse am Grundeigentum in China (Leipzig 1903), p.
82.

(7) Bland and Blackhouse, op. cit., p. 338

(8) Ibid., p.337.
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 29

An  important  final  phase  in  the  campaign  against  natural  economy  is  to  separate

industry  from  agriculture,  to  eradicate  rural  industries  altogether  from  peasant

economy. Handicraft in its historical beginnings was a subsidiary occupation, a mere

appendage  to  agriculture  in  civilised  and  settled  societies.  In  medieval  Europe  it

became gradually independent of the corvée  farm and agriculture, it  developed into

specialised occupations, i.e. production of commodities by urban guilds. In industrial

districts, production had progressed from home craft by way of primitive manufacture

to the capitalist factory of the staple industries, but in the rural areas, under peasant

economy,  home crafts  persisted as  an intrinsic  part  of  agriculture.  Every  hour  that

could  be  spared  from  cultivating  the  soil  was  devoted  to  handicrafts  which,  as  an

auxiliary  domestic  industry,  played  an  important  part  in  providing  for  personal

needs.(1)

It is a recurrent phenomenon in the development of capitalist production that one

branch  of  industry  after  the  other  is  singled  out,  isolated  from  agriculture  and

concentrated  in  factories  for  mass  production.  The  textile  industry  provides  the

textbook example, but the same thing has happened, though less obviously, in the case

of other rural industries. Capital must get the peasants to buy its commodities and will

therefore begin by restricting peasant economy to a single sphere – that of agriculture –

which will not immediately and, under European conditions of ownership, only with
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great,  difficulty  submit  to  capitalist  domination.(2)  To  all  outward  appearance,  this

process  is  quite  peaceful.  It  is  scarcely  noticeable  and  seemingly  caused  by  purely

economic  factors.  There  can  be  no  doubt  that  mass  production  in  the  factories  is

technically  superior  to  primitive  peasant  industry,  owing  to  a  higher  degree  of

specialisation, scientific analysis and management of the productive process, improved

machinery, and access to international resources of raw materials. In reality, however,

the process of  separating agriculture  and industry is  determined by factors  such as

oppressive taxation, war, or squandering and monopolisation of the nation’s land, and

thus  belongs  to  the  spheres  of  political  power  and criminal  law  no,  less  than  with

economics.

Nowhere has this process been brought to such perfection as n the United States. In

the wake of the railways, financed by European and in particular British capital, the

American farmer crossed the Union from East to West and in his progress over vast

areas killed off the Red Indians with fire-arms and bloodhounds, liquor and venereal

disease, pushing the survivors to the West, in order to appropriate the land they had

‘vacated’,  to  clear  it  and  bring  it  under  the  plough.  The  American  farmer,  the

‘backwoodsman’ of the good old times before the War of Secession, was very different

indeed from his modern counterpart. There was hardly anything he could not do, and

he led a practically self-sufficient life on his isolated farm.

In the beginning of the nineties, one of the leaders of the Farmers’ Alliance, Senator

Peffer, wrote as follows:

‘The American farmer of to-day is altogether a different sort of man from his ancestor of

fifty or a hundred years ago. A great many men and women now living remember when

farmers were largely manufacturers; that is to say, they made a great many implements for

their  own use.  Every  farmer  had an assortment  of  tools  with  which  he made  wooden

implements, as, forks and rakes, handles for his hoes and ploughs, spokes for his wagon,

and various other implements made wholly out of wood. Then the farmer produced flax

and hemp and wool and cotton. These fibres were prepared upon the farm; they were spun

into yarn, woven into cloth, made into garments, and worn at home. Every farm had upon

it a little shop for wood and iron work, and in the dwelling were cards and looms; carpets

were woven,  bed-clothing of  different sorts  was prepared; upon every farm geese  were

kept,  their  feathers  used  for  supplying  the  home  demand  with  beds  and  pillows,  the

surplus being disposed of at the nearest market town. During the winter season wheat and

flour and corn meal were carried in large wagons drawn by teams of six to eight horses a

hundred or two hundred miles to market, and traded for farm supplies for the next year –

groceries and dry goods. Besides this, mechanics were scattered among the farmers. The

farm wagon was in process of building a year or two; the material was found near the shop;

the character of the timber to be used was stated in the contract; it had to be procured in a

certain season and kept in the drying process a length of time specified, so that when the

material was brought together in proper form and the wagon made, both parties to the

contract knew where every stick of it came from, and how long it had been in seasoning.
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During winter time the neighbourhood carpenter prepared sashes and blinds and doors

and moulding and cornices for the next season’s building. When the frosts of autumn came

the shoemaker repaired to the dwellings of the farmers and there, in a corner set apart to

him, he made up shoes for the family during the winter. All these things were done among

the farmers, and a large part of the expense was paid with products of the farm. When

winter approached, the butchering season was at hand; meat for family use during the next

year was prepared and preserved in the smoke house. The orchards supplied fruit for cider,

for apple butter, and for preserves of different kinds, amply sufficient to supply the wants

of the family during the year, with some to spare. Wheat was threshed, a little at a time,

just enough to supply the needs of the family for ready money, and not enough to make it

necessary to waste one stalk of straw. Everything was saved and put to use. One of the

results of that sort of economy was that comparatively a very small amount of money was

required to conduct the business of farming. A hundred dollars average probably was as

much as the largest farmers of that day needed in the way of cash to meet the demands of

their  farm  work,  paying  for  hired  help,  repairs  of  tools,  and  all  other  incidental

expenses.’(3)

This Arcadian life was to come to a sudden end after the War of Secession. The war had

burdened the Union with an enormous National Debt, amounting to £1,200,000, and

in consequence the taxes were considerably increased. On the other hand, a feverish

development  of  modern  traffic  and  industry,  machine-building  in  particular,  was

encouraged by the imposition of higher protective tariffs. The railway companies were

endowed  with  public  lands  on  an  imposing  scale,  in  order  to  promote  railroad

construction  and  farm-settlements:  in  1867  alone,  they  were  given  more  than

192,500,000 acres, and so the permanent way grew at an unprecedented rate: In 1860

it amounted to less than 31,000 miles, in 1870 it had grown to more than 53,000 miles

and in 1880 to more than 93,000 miles. (During the same period – 1870–1880 – the

permanent  way  in  Europe  had  grown  from  80,000  miles  to  100,000  miles.)  The

railways and speculations in land made for mass emigration from Europe to the United

States, and more than 4½ million people immigrated in the twenty-three years from

1869 to 1892. In this way, the Union gradually became emancipated from European,

and in particular from British industry;  factories we set up in the States and home

industries  developed  for  the  production  of  textiles,  iron,  steel  and  machinery.  The

process  of  revolutionary  transformation  was  most  rapid  in  agriculture.  The

emancipation of the slaves had compelled the Southern planters to introduce the steam

plough shortly after the Civil War, and new farms had sprung up in the West in the

wake  of  the  railways,  which  from  the  very  beginning  employed  the  most  modern

machinery and technique.

‘The improvements are rapidly revolutionising the agriculture of the West, and reducing to

the  lowest  minimum  ever  attained,  the  proportion  of  manual  labour  employed  in  its

operations ... Coincident with this application of mechanics to agriculture, systematic and

enlarged  business  aptitudes  have  also  sought  alliance  with  this  noble  art.  Farms  of

thousands of acres have been managed with greater skill, a more economical adaptation of
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means to ends, and with a larger margin of real profit than many others of 80 acres.’(4)

During this time, direct and indirect taxation had increased enormously. On June 30,

1864, during the Civil  War,  a new finance bill  was passed which is  the basis of  the

present system of taxation, and which raised taxes on consumption and income to a

staggering degree. This heavy war levy served as a pretext for a real orgy of protective

tariffs  in  order  to  offset  the  tax on home production by  customs duties.(5)  Messrs.

Morrill, Stevens and the other gentlemen who advanced the war as a lever for enforcing

their protectionist programme, initiated the practice of  wielding the implement of a

customs policy quite openly and cynically to further private profiteering interests of all

descriptions. Any home producer who appeared before the legislative assembly with a

request for any kind of special tariff  to fill  his own pocket saw his demands readily

granted, and the tariff rates were made as high as any interested party might wish.

‘The  war’,  writes  the  American  Taussig,  ‘had  in  many  ways  a  bracing  and  ennobling

influence on  our  national  life;  but  its  immediate  effect  on  business  affairs,  and on all

legislation affecting moneyed interests,  was demoralising. The line between public duty

and private interests was often lost sight of by legislators. Great fortunes were made by

changes in legislation urged and brought about by those who were benefited by them, and

the country  has seen with  sorrow that  the  honour and honesty  of  public  men did not

remain undefiled.’(6)

This  customs bill  which  completely  revolutionised  the  country’s  economic  life,  and

remained in force unchanged for twenty years, was literally pushed through Congress in

three days, and through the Senate in two, without criticism, without debate, without

any opposition whatever.(7) Down to the present day it forms the basis of US customs

legislation.

This shift in US fiscal policy ushered in an era of the most brazen parliamentary log-

rolling and of undisguised and unrestrained corruption of elections, of the legislature

and  the  press  to  satisfy  the  greed  of  Big  Business.  ‘Enrichissez-vous’  became  the

catchword of  public  life  after  the  ‘noble  war’  to  liberate  mankind from the ‘blot  of

slavery’.  On  the  stock  exchange,  the  Yankee  negro-liberator  sought  his  fortunes  in

orgies  of  speculation;  in  Congress,  he  endowed himself  with  public  lands,  enriched

himself  by  customs and taxes,  by  monopolies,  fraudulent  share  and theft  of  public

funds. Industry prospered.  Gone were the times when the small  or  medium farmer

required hardly any money, when he could thresh and turn into cash his wheat reserves

as the need arose. Now he was chronically in need of money, a lot of money, to pay his

taxes. Soon he was forced to sell all his produce and to buy his requirements from the

manufacturers in the form of ready-made goods. As Peffer puts it:

‘Coming from that time to the present, we find that everything nearly has been changed.

All over the West particularly the farmer threshes his wheat all at one time, he disposes of

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.29) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

4 of 19 9/20/2018, 9:42 PM



it all at one time, and in a great many instances the straw is wasted. He sells his hogs, and

buys bacon and pork; he sells his cattle, and buys fresh beef and canned beef or, domed

beef; as the case may be; he sells his fruit, and buys it back in cans. If he raises flax at all,

instead of putting it into yarn and making gowns for his children, as he did fifty years or

more ago, he threshes his flax, sells the seed, and burns the straw. Not more than one

farmer in fifty now keeps sheep at all; he relies upon the large sheep farmer for the wool,

which is put into cloth or clothing ready for his use. Instead of hating clothing made up on

the farm in his own house or by a neighbour woman or country tailor a mile away, he

either purchases his clothing ready made at the nearest town, or he buys the cloth and has

a city tailor make it up for him. Instead of making implements which he uses about the

farm – forks, rakes, etc. – he goes to town to purchase even a handle for his axe or his

mallet; he purchases twine and rope and all sorts of needed material made of fibres; he

buys his cloth and his clothing; he buys his canned fruit and preserved fruit; he buys hams

and shoulders and mess pork and mess beef; indeed, he buys nearly everything now that

he produced at one time himself, and these things all  cost money. Besides all  this, and

what seems stranger than anything else, whereas in the earlier time the American home

was a free home, unencumbered, not one case in a thousand where a home was mortgaged

to secure the payment of borrowed money, and whereas but a small amount of money was

then needed for actual use in conducting the business of farming, there was always enough

of it among the farmers to supply the demand. Now, when at least ten times as much is

needed, there is little or none to be obtained, nearly half the farms are mortgaged for as

much  as  they  are  worth,  and  interest  rates  are  exorbitant.  As  to  the  cause  of  such

wonderful changes ... the manufacturer came with his woollen mill, his carding mill, his

broom factory,  his  rope factory,  his  wooden-ware factory,  his  cotton factory,  his  pork-

packing establishment, his canning factory and fruit preserving houses; the little shop on

the  farm  has  given  place  to  the  large  shop  in  town;  the  wagon-maker’s  shop  in  the

neighbourhood has given way to the large establishment in the city where ... a hundred or

two hundred wagons are made in a week; the shoemaker’s shop has given way to large

establishments in the cities where most of the work is done by machines.’(8)

Finally, the agricultural labour of the farmer himself has become machine work:

‘He ploughs and sows and reaps with machines. A machine cuts his wheat and puts it in a

sheaf; and steam drives his threshers. He may read the morning paper while he ploughs

and sit under an awning while he reaps.’(9)

Sering  estimated  in  the  middle  eighties  that  the  necessary  cash  ‘for  a  very  modest

beginning’ of the smallest farm in the North West is £240 to £280.(10)

This revolution of American agriculture after the ‘Great War’ was not the end. It was

only the beginning of the whirlpool in which the farmer was caught. His history brings

us automatically to the second phase of the development of capitalist accumulation of

which it is an excellent illustration. – Natural economy, the production for personal

needs and the close connection between industry and agriculture must be ousted and a

simple  commodity  economy substituted  for  them.  Capitalism needs  the  medium of

commodity production for its development, as a market for its surplus value. But as
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soon as simple commodity production has superseded natural economy, capital must

turn against it. No sooner has capital called it to life, than the two must compete for

means  of  production,  labour  power,  and  markets.  The  first  aim of  capitalism is  to

isolate the producer, to sever the community ties which protect him, and the next task

is to take the means of production away from the small manufacturer.

In the American Union, as we have seen, the ‘Great War’ inaugurated an era of large-

scale  seizure  of  public  lands  by  monopolist  capitalist  companies  and  individual

speculators. Feverish railroad building and ever more speculation in railway shares led

to a mad gamble in land, where individual soldiers of fortune and companies netted

immense fortunes and even entire counties. In addition a veritable swarm of agents

lured the vast flow of emigrants from Europe to the USA by blatant and unscrupulous

advertising,  deceptions  and  pretences  of  every  description.  These  immigrants  first

settled  in  the  Eastern  States  along  the  Atlantic  seaboard,  and,  with  the  growth  of

industry in these states, agriculture was driven westward. The ‘wheat centre’ which had

been near Columbus, Ohio, in 1850, in the course of the subsequent fifty years shifted

to a position 99 miles further North and 680 miles further West. Whereas in 1850 51.4

per cent of the total wheat crop had been supplied by the Eastern States, in 1880 they

produced only 13.6 per cent, 71.7 per cent being supplied by the Northern Central and 9

per cent by the Western States.

In 1825, the Congress of the Union under Monroe had decided to transplant the Red

Indians from the East to the West of the Mississippi. The redskins put up a desperate

resistance; but all who survived the slaughter of forty Red Indian campaigns were swept

away like so much rubbish and driven like cattle to the West to be folded in reservations

like so many sheep. The Red Indian had been forced to make room for the farmer – and

now the farmer in his turn was driven beyond the Mississippi to make way for capital.

Following the railway tracks, the American farmer moved West and North-West into

the land of promise which the great land speculators’ agents had painted for him in

glowing colours. Yet the most fertile and most favourably situated lands were retained

by the companies  who farmed them extensively on completely  capitalistic  lines.  All

around the farmer who had been exiled into the wilderness, a dangerous competitor

and deadly enemy sprang up – the ‘bonanza farms’,  the great capitalist agricultural

concerns which neither the Old World nor the New had known before. Here surplus

value was produced with the application of all the resources known to modern science

and technology.

‘As the foremost representative of financial agriculture we may consider Oliver Dalrymple,

whose  name  is  to-day  known  on  both  sides  of  the  Atlantic.  Since  1874  he  has

simultaneously managed a line of steamers on the Red River and six farms owned by a

company  of  financiers  and  comprising  some  75,000  acres.  Each  one  is  divided  into
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departments of 2,000 acres, and every department is again subdivided into three sections

of 667 acres which are run by foremen and gang leaders. Barracks to shelter 50 men and

stable  as  many  horses  and  mules,  are  built  on  each  section,  and  similarly  kitchens,

machine sheds and workshops for blacksmiths and locksmiths. Each section is completely

equipped with 20 pairs of horses, 8 double ploughs, 12 horse-drawn drill-ploughs, 12 steel-

toothed harrows, 12 cutters and binders, 2 threshers and 16 wagons. Everything is done to

ensure  that  the  machines  and  the  living  labour  (men,  horses  and mules)  are  in  good

condition and able to do the greatest possible amount of work. There is a telephone line

connecting all sections and the central management.

‘The six farms of 75,000 acres are cultivated by an army of 600 workers, organised on

military lines.  During the harvest,  the management hires another 500 to 600 auxiliary

workers, assigning them to the various sections. After the work is completed in the fall, the

workers are dismissed with the exception of the foreman and 10 men per section. In some

farms in Dakota and Minnesota, horses and mules do not spend the winter at the place of

work. As soon as the stubble has been ploughed in, they are driven in teams of a hundred

or two hundred pairs 900 miles to the South, to return only the following spring.

‘Mechanics on horseback follow the ploughing, sowing and harvesting machines when

they are at work. If anything goes wrong, they gallop to the machine in question, repair it

and get  it  moving again without  delay.  The harvested  corn is  carried to  the  threshing

machines which work day and night without interruption. They are stoked with bundles of

straw fed into the stoke hold through pipes of sheet-iron. The corn is threshed, winnowed,

weighed and filled into sacks by machinery, then it is put into railway trucks which run

alongside the farm, and goes to Duluth or Buffalo. Every year,  Dalrymple increases his

land under seed by 5,800 acres. In 1880 it amounted to 25,000 acres.’(11)

In  the  late  seventies,  there  were  already  individual  capitalists  and  companies  who

owned  35,000–45,000  acres  of  wheat  land.  Since  the  time  of  Lafargue’s  writing,

extensive capitalist agriculture in America has made great strides in technique and the

employment of machinery.(9)

The American farmer could not successfully compete with such capitalist enterprises.

At a time when the general  revolution in the conditions of  finance, production and

transport  compelled  him to  give  up production  for  personal  needs  and to  produce

exclusively for the market, the great spreading of agriculture caused a heavy fall in the

prices  of  agricultural  products.  And  at  the  precise  moment  when  farming  became

dependent on the market, the agricultural market of the Union was suddenly turned

from a local one into a world market, and became a prey to the wild speculations of a

few capitalist mammoth concerns.

In 1879, a notable year for the history of agricultural conditions in Europe as well as

in America, there began the mass export of wheat from the USA to Europe.(13)

Big Business was of course the only one to profit from this expanding market. The

small  farmer was crushed by the competition of  an increasing number of  extensive
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farms and became the prey of speculators who bought up his corn to exert pressure on

the world market. Helpless in the face of the immense capitalist powers, the farmer got

into debt – a phenomenon typical for a declining peasant economy. In 1890, Secretary

Rusk of the US Department of Agriculture sent out a circular letter with reference to the

desperate position of the farmers, saying:

‘The burden of mortgages upon farms, homes, and land, is unquestionably discouraging in

the  extreme,  and  while  in  some  cases  no  doubt  this  load  may  have  been  too  readily

assumed, still  in the majority of cases the mortgage has been the result of necessity ...

These mortgages ... drawing high rates of interest ... have to-day, in the face of continued

depression  of  the  prices  of  staple  products,  become very  irksome,  and  in  many  cases

threaten the farmer with loss of home and land. It is a question of grave difficulty to all

those who seek to remedy the ills from which our farmers are suffering. At present prices

the farmer finds that it takes more of his products to get a dollar wherewith to buy back the

dollar which he borrowed than it did when he borrowed it. The interest accumulates, while

the payment of the principal seems utterly hopeless, and the very depression which we are

discussing makes the renewal of the mortgage most difficult.’(14)

According to the census of May 29, 1891, 25 million farms were deep in debt; two-thirds

of them were managed by the owners whose obligations amounted to nearly £440,000.

‘The  situation  is  this:  farmers  are  passing  through  the  “valley  and  shadow  of  death”;

farming as a business is profitless; values of farm products have fallen 50 per cent since the

great war, and farm values have depreciated 25 to 50 per cent during the last ten years;

farmers  are  overwhelmed with  debts  secured by  mortgages  on  their  homes,  unable  in

many instances to pay even the interest  as it  falls  due, and unable to renew the loans

because securities are weakening by reason of the general depression; many farmers are

losing their homes under this dreadful blight, and the mortgage mill still grinds. We are in

the hands of a merciless power; the people’s homes are at stake.’(15)

Encumbered with debts and close to ruin, the farmer had no option but to supplement

his earnings by working for a wage, or else to abandon his farm altogether. Provided it

had not yet fallen into the clutches of his creditors like so many thousands of farms, he

could shake from off  his  feet the dust  of  the ‘land of promise’  that had become an

inferno for him. In the middle eighties, abandoned and decaying farms could be seen

everywhere. In 1887, Sering wrote:

‘If the farmer cannot pay his debts to date, the interest he has to pay is increased to 12, 15

or even 20 per cent. He is pressed by the banker, the machine salesman and the grocer

who rob him of the fruits of his hard work ... He can either remain on the farm as a tenant

or move further West,  to try his fortunes elsewhere. Nowhere in North America have I

found so many indebted, disappointed and depressed farmers as in the wheat regions of

the North Western prairies. I have not spoken to a single farmer in Dakota who would not

have been prepared to sell his farm.’(16)

‘The Commissioner of Agriculture of Vermont in 1889 reported a wide-spread desertion of
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farm-lands of that state. He wrote: “... there appears to be no doubt about there being in

this  state  large  tracts  of  tillable  unoccupied  lands,  which  can  be  bought  at  a  price

approximating the price of Western lands, situated near school and church, and not far

from railroad facilities. The Commissioner has not visited all of the counties in the State

where these lands are reported, but he has visited enough to satisfy him that, while much

of the unoccupied and formerly cultivated land is now practically worthless for cultivation,

yet very much of it can be made to yield a liberal reward to intelligent labour.”’(17)

The Commissioner of the State of New Hampshire issued a pamphlet in 1890, devoting

67 pages to the description of farms for sale at the lowest figures. He describes 1442

farms with tenantable buildings, abandoned only recently. The same has happened in

other districts. Thousands of acres once raising corn and wheat are left unfilled and run

to brush and wood.

In order to resettle the deserted land, speculators engaged in advertising campaigns

and  attracted  crowds  of  new  immigrants  –  new  victims  who  were  to  suffer  their

predecessors’ fate even more speedily.

A private letter says:

‘In the neighbourhood of railroads and markets, there remains no common land. It is all in

the hands of the speculators. A settler takes over vacant land and counts for a farmer; but

the management of his farm hardly assures his livelihood, and he cannot possibly compete

with the big farmer. He tills as much of his land as the law compels him to do, but to make

a comfortable living, he must look for additional, sources of income outside agriculture. In

Oregon, for instance, I have met a settler who owned 160 acres for five years, but every

summer, until the end of July, he worked twelve hours a day for a dollar a day at road-

making. This man, of course, also counts as one of the five million farmers in the 1890

census. Again, in the County of Eldorado, I saw many farmers who cultivated their land

only to feed their cattle and themselves. There would have been no profit in producing for

the market,  and their chief  income derives from gold-digging, the felling and selling of

timber, etc. These people are prosperous, but it is not agriculture which makes them so.

Two  years  ago,  we  worked  in  Long  Cañon,  Eldorado  County,  living  in  a  cabin  on  an

allotment. The owner of this allotment came home only once a year for a couple of days,

and worked the rest of the time on the railway in Sacramento. Some years ago, a small part

of  the  allotment  was  cultivated,  to  comply  with  the  law,  but  now it  is  left  completely

untilled. A few acres are fenced off with wire, and there is a log cabin and a shed. But

during the last years all this stands empty; a neighbour has the key and he made us free of

the hut. In the course of our journey, we saw many deserted allotments, where attempts at

farming had been made. Three years ago I was offered a farm with dwelling house for a

hundred dollars, but in a short time the unoccupied house collapsed under the snow. In

Oregon, we saw many derelict farms with small dwelling houses and vegetable gardens.

One we visited was beautifully made: a sturdy block house, fashioned by a master-builder,

and some equipment; but the farmer had abandoned it all. You were welcome to take it all

without charge.’(18)
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Where could the ruined American farmer turn? He set out on a pilgrimage to follow the

wheat  centre  and the railways.  The former  had  shifted in  the main to  Canada,  the

Saskatchewan  and  the  Mackenzie  River  where  wheat  can  still  thrive  on  the  62nd

parallel. A number of American farmers followed – and after some time in Canada, they

suffered the old fate.(19) During recent years, Canada has entered the world market as a

wheat-exporting country, but her agriculture is dominated to an even greater extent by

big capital than elsewhere.(20)

In Canada, public lands were lavished upon private capitalist companies on an even

more monstrous scale than in the United States. Under the Charter of the Canadian

Pacific  Railway  Company  with  its  grant  of  land,  private  capital  perpetrated  an

unprecedented act of robbing the public. Not only that the company was guaranteed a

twenty years’ monopoly of railway building, not only that it got a building site of about

713 miles free of charge, not only that it got a 100 years’ state guarantee of the 3 per

cent interest on the share capital of £m. 20 – to crown it all, the company was given the

choice of 25 million acres out of the most fertile and favourably situated lands, not

necessarily in the immediate vicinity of the permanent way, as a free gift. All future

settlers on this vast area were thus at the mercy of railway capital from the very outset.

The railway company, in its turn, immediately proceeded to sell off 5 million acres for

ready cash to the North-West Land Company, an association of British capitalists under

the chairmanship of the Duke of Manchester. The second group of capitalists which was

liberally endowed with public lands was the Hudson Bay Company, which was given a

title to no less than one-twentieth of all  the lands between Lake Winnipeg, the US.

border,  the  Rocky  Mountains,  and  Northern  Saskatchewan,  for  renouncing  their

privileges in the North-West.  Between them, these two capitalist groups had gained

possession of five-ninths of all the land that could be settled. A considerable part of the

other lands was assigned by the State to 26 capitalist ‘colonising companies’.(21) Thus

the  Canadian  farmer  was  practically  everywhere  ensnared  by  capital  and  capitalist

speculation. And still  mass immigration continued – not only from Europe, but also

from the United States!

These  are  the  characteristics  of  capitalist  domination  on  an  international  scale.

Having evicted the peasant from his soil, it drives him from England to the East of the

United  States,  and  from  there  to  the  West,  and  on  the  ruins  of  the  Red  Indians’

economy it transforms him back into a small commodity producer. Then, when he is

ruined once more, he is driven from the West to the North. With the railways in the

van, and ruin in the rear – capital leads the way, its passage is marked with universal

destruction. The great fall of prices in the nineties is again succeeded by higher prices

for agricultural products, but this is of no more avail to the small American farmer than

to the European peasant.

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.29) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

10 of 19 9/20/2018, 9:42 PM



Yet  the  numbers  of  farmers  are  constantly  swelling.  In  the  last  decade  of  the

nineteenth century they had grown from 4,600,000 to 5,700,000, and the following ten

years still saw an absolute increase. The aggregate value of farms had during the same

period risen from £150,240,000 to £330,360,000.(22)  We  might  have  expected  the

general increase in the price of farm produce to have helped the farmer to come into his

own. But that is not so; we see that the growing numbers of tenant farmers outstrip the

increase  in  the  farming  population  as  a  whole.  In  1880,  the  proportion  of  tenant

farmers amounted to 25.5 per cent of the total number of farmers in the Union, in 1890

it was 28.4 per cent, in 1900 35.3 per cent, and in 1910 37.2 per cent.

Though prices for farm produce were rising, the tenant farmer was more and more

rapidly stepping into the shoes of the independent farmer. And although much more

than one-third of all farmers in the Union are now tenant farmers, their social status in

the United States is that of the agricultural labourer in Europe. Constantly fluctuating,

they are indeed wage-slaves of capital; they work very hard to create wealth for capital,

getting nothing in return but a miserable and precarious existence.

In quite a different historical setting, in South Africa, the same process shows up

even more clearly  the  ‘peaceful  methods’  by  which capital  competes  with the small

commodity producer.

In the Cape Colony and the Boer Republics, pure peasant economy prevailed until the

sixties of the last century. For a long time the Boers had led the life of animal-tending

nomads; they had killed off or driven out the Hottentots and Kaffirs with a will in order

to deprive them of their most valuable pastures. In the eighteenth century they were

given  invaluable  assistance  by  the  plague,  imported  by  ships  of  the  East  India

Company, which frequently did away with entire Hottentot tribes whose lands then fell

to the Dutch immigrants. When the Boers spread further East, they came in conflict

with the Bantu tribes and initiated the long period of the terrible Kaffir wars. These god

fearing Dutchmen regarded themselves as the Chosen People and took no small pride

in  their  old-fashioned  Puritan  morals  and  their  intimate  knowledge  of  the  Old

Testament;  yet,  not  content  with robbing the  natives  of  their  land,  they  built  their

peasant economy like parasites on the backs of the Negroes, compelling them to do

slave-labour  for  them  and  corrupting  and  enervating  them  deliberately  and

systematically.  Liquor  played  such  an  important  part  in  this  process,  that  the

prohibition of spirits in the Cape Colony could not be carried through by the English

government because of Puritan opposition. There were no railways until 1859, and Boer

economy  in  general  and  on  the  whole  remained  patriarchal  and  based  on  natural

economy until the sixties. But their patriarchal attitude did not deter the Boers from

extreme brutality and harshness. It is well known that Livingstone complained much
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more about the Boers than about the Kaffirs.  The Boers considered the Negroes an

object, destined by God and Nature to slave for them, and as such an indispensable

foundation of their peasant economy. So much so that their answer to the abolition of

slavery in the English colonies in 1836 was the ‘Great Trek’, although there the owners

had been compensated with £3,000,000. By way of the Orange River and Vaal, the

Boers emigrated from the Cape Colony, and in the process they drove the Matabele to

the  North,  across  the  Limpopo,  setting  them  against  the  Makalakas  just  as  the

American farmer  had driven the Red Indian West  before  him under  the  impact  of

capitalist  economy, so the Boer drove the Negro to the North.  The ‘Free Republics’

between the Orange River and the Limpopo thus were created as a protest against the

designs  of  the  English  bourgeoisie  on the  sacred right  of  slavery.  The  tiny  peasant

republics were in constant guerilla warfare against the Bantu Negroes And it was on the

backs of the Negroes that the battle between the Boers and the English government,

which went on for decades, was fought. The Negro question, i.e. the emancipation of the

Negroes, ostensibly aimed at by the English bourgeoisie,  served as a pretext for the

conflict  between  England  and  the  republics.  In  fact,  peasant  economy  and  great

capitalist colonial policy were here competing for the Hottentots and Kaffirs, that is to

say for their land and their labour power. Both competitors had precisely the same aim:

to subject, expel or destroy the coloured peoples, to appropriate their land and press

them into service by the abolition of their social organisations. Only their methods of

exploitation were fundamentally different. While the Boers stood for out-dated slavery

on a petty scale, on which their patriarchal peasant economy was founded, the British

bourgeoisie represented modern large-scale capitalist exploitation of the land and the

natives. The Constitution of the Transvaal (South African) Republic declared with crude

prejudice:  ‘The People shall  not permit any equality of coloured persons with white

inhabitants, neither in the Church nor in the State.’ (23)

In the Orange Free State and in the Transvaal no Negro was allowed to own land, to

travel without papers or to walk abroad after sunset. Bryce tells us of a case where a

farmer,  an Englishman as  it  happened in  the Eastern Cape Colony had flogged his

Kaffir slave to death. When he was acquitted in open court, his neighbours escorted him

home to  the strains  of  music.  The white  man frequently  maltreated his  free  native

labourers after they had done their work – to such an extent that they would take to

flight, thus saving the master their wages.

The British government employed precisely the opposite tactics. For a long time it

appeared as protector of the natives; flattering the chieftains in particular, it supported

their  authority  and  tried  to  make  them  claim  a  right  of  disposal  over  their  land.

Wherever it was possible, it gave them ownership of tribal land, according to well-tried

methods, although this flew in the face of tradition and of the actual social organisation
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of the Negroes. All tribes in fact held their land communally, and even the most cruel

and despotic rulers such as the Matabele Chieftain Lobengula merely had the right as

well as the duty to allot every family a piece of land which they could only retain so long

as they cultivated it. The ultimate purpose of the British government was clear: long in

advance it was preparing for land robbery on a grand scale, using the native chieftains

themselves as tools. But in the beginning it was content with the ‘pacification’ of the

Negroes by extensive military actions. Up to 1879 were fought 9 bloody Kaffir wars to

break the resistance of the Bantus.

British capital revealed its real intentions only after two important events had taken

place: the discovery of the Kimberley diamond fields in 1869–70, and the discovery of

the gold mines in the Transvaal in 1882–5, which initiated a new epoch in the history of

South Africa. Then the British South Africa Company, that is to say Cecil Rhodes, went

into  action.  Public  opinion  in  England  rapidly  swung  over,  and  the  greed  for  the

treasures of South Africa urged the British government on to drastic measures. South

Africa was suddenly flooded with immigrants who had hitherto only appeared in small

numbers  –  immigration  having  been  deflected  to  the  United  States.  But  with  the

discovery of the diamond and gold fields, the numbers of white people in the South

African colonies grew by leaps and bounds: between 1885 and 1895, 100,000 British

had immigrated into Witwatersrand alone. The modest peasant economy was forthwith

pushed into the background – the mines, and thus the mining capital, coming to the

fore. The policy of the British government veered round abruptly. Great Britain had

recognised  the  Boer  Republics  by  the  Sand  River  Agreement  and  the  Treaty  of

Bloemfontein in the fifties. Now her political might advanced upon the tiny republic

from every side, occupying all neighbouring districts and cutting off all possibility of

expansion.  At  the  same  time  the  Negroes,  no  longer  protected  favourites,  were

sacrificed. British capital was steadily forging ahead. In 1868, Britain took over the rule

of Basutoland – only, of course, because the natives had ‘repeatedly implored’ her to do

so.(24)  In 1871,  the Witwatersrand diamond fields,  or  West Griqualand,  were  seized

from the Orange Free State and turned into a Crown Colony. In 1879, Zululand was

subjected, later to become part of the Natal Colony; in 1885 followed the subjection of

Bechuanaland, to be joined to the Cape Colony. In 1888 Britain took over Matabele and

Mashonaland, and in 1889 the British South Africa Company was given a Charter for

both these districts, again, of course, only to oblige the natives and at their request.(25)

Between 1884 and 1887, Britain annexed St. Lucia Bay and the entire East Coast as far

as  the  Portuguese  possessions.  In  1894,  she  subjected  Tongaland.  With  their  last

strength,  the  Matabele  and  Mashona  fought  one  more  desperate  battle,  but  the

Company,  with Rhodes at  the head, first  liquidated the rising in blood and at once

proceeded to the well tried measure for civilising and pacifying the natives: two large

railways were built in the rebellious district.
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The  Boer  Republics  were  feeling  increasingly  uncomfortable  in  this  sudden

stranglehold, and their internal affairs as well were becoming completely disorganised.

The  overwhelming  influx  of  immigrants  and  the  rising  tides  of  the  frenzied  new

capitalist economy now threatened to burst the barriers of the small  peasant states.

There was indeed a blatant conflict between agricultural and political peasant economy

on the one hand, and the demands and requirements of the accumulation of capital on

the  other.  In  all  respects,  the  republics  were  quite  unable  to  cope  with  these  new

problems. The constant danger from the Kaffirs, no doubt regarded favourably by the

British, the unwieldy, primitive administration, the gradual corruption of the volksraad

in which the great capitalists got their way by bribery, lack of a police force to keep the

undisciplined crowds of adventurers in some semblance of order, the absence of labour

legislation for regulating and securing the exploitation of the Negroes in the mines, lack

of water supplies and transport to provide for the colony of 100,000 immigrants that

had suddenly sprung up, high protective tariffs which increased the cost of labour for

the capitalists,  and high  freights  for  coal  –  all  these  factors  combined towards the

sudden and stunning bankruptcy of the peasant republics.

They tried, obstinately and unimaginatively, to defend themselves against the sudden

eruption of capitalism which engulfed them, with an incredibly crude measure, such as

only a stubborn and hide-bound peasant brain could have devised: they denied all civic

rights  to  the  uitlanders  who  outnumbered  them  by  far  and who  stood for  capital,

power, and the trend of the time. In those critical times it was an ill-omened trick. The

mismanagement of the peasant republics caused a considerable reduction of dividends,

on no account to be put up with. Mining capital had come to the end of its tether. The

British South Africa Company built railroads, put down the Kaffirs, organised revolts of

the  uitlanders  and  finally  provoked the  Boer  War.  The  bell  had  tolled  for  peasant

economy. In the United States, the economic revolution had begun with a war, in South

Africa war put the period to this chapter. Yet in both instances, the outcome was the

same: capital triumphed over the small peasant economy which had in its turn come

into  being  on  the  ruins  of  natural  economy,  represented  by  the  natives’  primitive

organisations. The domination of capital was a foregone conclusion, and it was just as

hopeless for the Boer Republics to resist as it had been for the American farmer. Capital

officially took over the reins in the new South African Union which replaced the small

peasant republics by a great modern state, as envisaged by Cecil Rhodes’ imperialist

programme. The new conflict between capital and labour had superseded the old one

between British and Dutch. One million white exploiters of both nations sealed their

touching  fraternal  alliance  within  the  Union  with  the  civil  and  political

disfranchisement of five million coloured workers. Not only the Negroes of the Boer

Republics came away empty handed, but the natives of  the Cape Colony, whom the

British government had at one time granted political equality, were also deprived of
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some of their rights. And this noble work, culminating under the imperialist policy of

the Conservatives in open oppression, was actually to be finished by the Liberal Party

itself, amid frenzied applause from the liberal cretins of Europe who with sentimental

pride took  as  proof  of  the  still  continuing creative  vigour  and greatness  of  English

liberalism the fact that Britain had granted complete self-government and freedom to a

handful of whites in South Africa.

The ruin of independent craftsmanship by capitalist competition, no less painful for

being soft-pedalled, deserves by rights a chapter to itself. The most sinister part of such

a  chapter  would  be  out-work  under  capitalism;  –  but  we  need  not  dwell  on  these

phenomena here.

The  general  result  of  the  struggle  between  capitalism  and  simple  commodity

production is this: after substituting commodity economy for natural economy, capital

takes the place of simple commodity economy. Non-capitalist organisations provide a

fertile soil for capitalism; more strictly: capital feeds on the ruins of such organisations,

and, although this non-capitalist milieu is indispensable for accumulation, the latter

proceeds,  at  the  cost of  this  medium nevertheless,  by eating  it  up.  Historically,  the

accumulation of capital is a kind of metabolism between capitalist economy and those

pre-capitalist methods of production without which it cannot go on and which, in this

light, it corrodes and assimilates. Thus capital cannot accumulate without the aid of

non-capitalist  organisations,  nor,  on the other  hand,  can it  tolerate  their  continued

existence side by side with itself. Only the continuous and progressive disintegration of

non-capitalist organisations makes accumulation of capital possible.

The premises which are postulated in Marx’s diagram of accumulation accordingly

represent no more than the historical tendency of the movement of accumulation and

its logical conclusion. The accumulative process endeavours everywhere to substitute

simple commodity economy for natural economy. Its ultimate aim, that is to say, is to

establish  the  exclusive  and  universal  domination  of  capitalist  production  in  all

countries and for all branches of industry.

Yet this argument does not lead anywhere. As soon as this final result is achieved – in

theory, of course, because it can never actually happen – accumulation must come to a

stop.  The  realisation  and  capitalisation  of  surplus  value  become  impossible  to

accomplish. Just as soon as reality begins to correspond to Marx’s diagram of enlarged

reproduction, the end of accumulation is in sight, it has reached its limits, and capitalist

production is in extremis. For capital, the standstill of accumulation means that the

development of the productive forces is arrested, and the collapse of capitalism follows

inevitably, as an objective historical necessity. This is the reason for the contradictory

behaviour of capitalism in the final stage of its historical career: imperialism.
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Marx’s diagram of enlarged reproduction thus does not conform to the conditions of

an accumulation in actual  progress.  Progressive  accumulation cannot  be reduced to

static interrelations and interdependence between the two great departments of social

production (the departments of producer and consumer goods), as the diagram would

have it. Accumulation is more than an internal relationship between the branches of

capitalist economy; it is primarily a relationship between capital and a non-capitalist

environment, where the two great departments of production sometimes perform the

accumulative process on their own, independently of each other, but even then at every

step the movements overlap and intersect. From this we get most complicated relations,

divergences  in  the  speed  and  direction  of  accumulation  for  the  two  departments,

different relations with non-capitalist modes of production as regards both material

elements and elements of value, which we cannot possibly lay down in rigid formula.

Marx’s diagram of accumulation is only the theoretical reflection of the precise moment

when the domination of capital has reached its limits, and thus it is no less a fiction

than his diagram of simple reproduction, which gives the theoretical formulation for

the point of departure of capitalist accumulation. The precise definition of capitalist

accumulation and its laws lies somewhere in between these two fictions.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1)  Until  recently,  in  China  the  domestic  industries  were  widely  practised  even  by  the
bourgeoisie and in such large and ancient towns as Ningpo with its 300,000 inhabitants.

‘Only a  generation ago, the  family’s  shoes,  hats,  shirts,  etc.,  were  made by the women

themselves. At that time, it was practically unheard-of for a young woman to buy from a

merchant what she could have made with the labour of her own hands’ (Dr. Nyok-Ching

Tsur,  Forms  of  Industry  in  the  Town  of  Ningpo  (Die  gewerblichen

Betriebsformen der Stadt Ningpo), Tübingen 1909, p.51).

(2)  Admittedly, this relation is reversed in the last stages of the history of peasant economy
when capitalist production has made its full impact. Once the small peasants are ruined, the
entire work of farming frequently devolves on the women, old people and children, while the
men are made to work for their living for capitalist entrepreneurs in the domestic industries or
at wage-slaves in the factories. A typical instance is the small peasant in Württemberg.

(3) W.A. Peffer, The Farmer’s Side. His Troubles and Their Remedy (New York 1891),
Part ii, How We Got Here, chap.i, Changed Conditions of the Farmer, pp.56-7. Cf. also A.M.
Simmons, The American Farmer (2nd edition, Chicago 1906), pp.74ff.
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(4) Report of the USA Commissioner of Agriculture for the year 1867  (Washington
1868). Quoted by Lafargue: Getreidebau und Getreidehandel in den Vereinigten Staaten in
Die Neue Zeit (1885), p.344. This essay on grain cultivation and the grain trade in the USA
was first published in a Russian periodical in 1883.

(5)  ‘The  three  Revenue  Acts  of  June  30,  1864,  practically  formed  one  measure,  and  that
probably the greatest measure of taxation which the world has seen ... The Internal Revenue Act
was arranged, as Mr. David A. Wells has said, on the principle of the Irishman at Donnybrook
Fair: “whenever you see a head, hit it, whenever you see a commodity, tax it”’ (F.W. Taussig,
The Tariff History of the United States, New York-London 1888, pp.163-4).

(6) Ibid., pp.166-7.

(7) ‘The necessity of the situation, the critical state of the country, the urgent need of revenue,
may have justified this haste, which, it is safe to say, is unexampled in the history of civilised
countries’ (Taussig, op. cit., p.168).

(8) Pevfer, op. cit., pp.58ff.

(9) Ibid., p.6.

(10) Agricultural  Competition  in  North  America  (Die  landwirtschaftliche
Konkurrenz Nordamerikas), Leipzig 1887, p.431.

(11) Lafargue, op. cit., p.345.

(12) The Thirteenth Annual  Report  of  the  Commissioner of  Labour  (Washington
1899)  tables  the  advantages  of  machinery  methods  over  hand  methods  so  far  achieved  as
follows:

(13) Wheat exports from the Union to Europe:
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(14) Peffer, op. cit., part i, Where We Are, chap.ii, Progress of Agriculture, pp.30-1.

(15) Ibid., p.4.

(16) Sering, op. cit., p.433.

(17) Peffer, op. cit., p.34f.

(18) Quoted by Nikolayon, op. cit., p.224.

(19) 49,199 people immigrated to Canada in 1902. In 1912, the number of immigrants was more
than 400,000 – 138,000 of them British, and 134,000 American. According to a report from
Montreal, the influx of American farmers continued into the spring of the present year [1912].

(20)  ‘Travelling in the West of Canada, I have visited only one farm of less than a thousand
acres. According to the census of the Dominion of Canada, in 1881, when the census was taken,
no more than 9,077 farmers occupied 2,384,337 acres of land between them; accordingly, the
share of an individual (farmer) amounted to no less than 2,047 acres – in no state of the Union
is the average anywhere near that’ (Sering, op. cit., p.376). In the early eighties, farming on a
large  scale  was  admittedly  not  very  widely  spread  in  Canada.  But  already  in  1887,  Sering
describes the ‘Bell Farm’, owned by a limited company, which comprised no fewer than 56,700
acres, and was obviously modelled on the pattern of the Dalrymple farm. In the eighties, Sering,
who regarded the prospects of Canadian competition with some scepticism, put the ‘fertile belt’
of Western Canada at three-fifths of the entire acreage of Germany, and estimated that actually
only 38,400,000 acres of this were arable land, and no more than 55,000,000 acres at best
were prospective wheat land (Sering, op. cit., pp.337-8). The Manitoba Free Press in June
1912,  worked out that  in  summer,  1912,  11,200,000 acres  were sown with spring wheat  in
Canada, as against 19,200,000 acres under spring wheat in the United States. (Cf. Berliner
Tageblatt, Handelszeitung, No.305, June 18, 1912.)
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(21) Sering, op. cit., pp.361ff.

(22)  Ernst  Schultze,  Das  Wirtschaftsleben  der  Vereinigten  Staaten,  Jahrb  f.  Gesetzg.,
Verw. u. Volkswirtschaft 1912, no.27, p.1724.

(23) Article 9.

(24) ‘Moshesh, the great Basuto leader, to whose courage and statesmanship the Basutos owed
their very existence as a people, was still alive at the time, but constant war with the Boers of
the Orange Free State had brought him and his followers to the last  stage of  distress.  Two
thousand Basuto warriors had been killed, cattle had been carried off, native homes had been
broken up and crops destroyed. The tribe was reduced to the position of starving refugees, and
nothing  could  save  them  but  the  protection  of  the  British  government  which  they  had
repeatedly implored’ (C.P. Lucas, A Historical Geography of the British Colonies, part ii,
vol.iv (Geography of South and East Africa), Oxford 1904, p.39).

(25)  ‘The Eastern section of the territory is Mashonaland where, with the permission of King
Lobengula,  who claimed it,  the  British  South  Africa  Company  first  established  themselves’
(ibid., p.72).
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 30

THE imperialist phase of capitalist accumulation which implies universal competition

comprises the industrialisation and capitalist  emancipation of  the hinterland  where

capital  formerly  realised  its  surplus  value.  Characteristic  of  this  phase  are:  lending

abroad, railroad constructions, revolutions, and wars. The last decade, from 1900 to

1910, shows in particular the world-wide movement of capital, especially in Asia and

neighbouring Europe: in Russia, Turkey, Persia, India, Japan, China, and also in North

Africa. Just as the substitution of commodity economy for a natural economy and that

of  capitalist  production  for  a  simple  commodity  production  was  achieved  by  wars,

social crises and the destruction of entire social systems, so at present the achievement

of capitalist autonomy in the hinterland and backward colonies is attained amidst wars

and revolutions. Revolution is an essential for the process of capitalist emancipation.

The backward communities must shed their obsolete political organisations, relics of

natural and simple commodity economy, and create a modern state machinery adapted

to the purposes of capitalist production. The revolutions in Turkey, Russia, and China

fall  under  this  heading.  The  last  two,  in  particular,  do  not  exclusively  serve  the

immediate  political  requirements  of  capitalism;  to  some  extent  they  carry  over

outmoded  pre-capitalist  claims  while  on  the  other  hand  they  already  embody  new

conflicts which run counter to the domination of capital. These factors account for their

immense drive,  but  at  the  same time impede and delay  the ultimate  victory  of  the

revolutionary  forces.  A  young  state  will  usually  sever  the  leading  strings  of  older

capitalist  states  by  wars,  which  temper  and  test  the  modern  state’s  capitalist

independence in a baptism by fire. That is why military together with financial reforms
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invariably herald the bid for economic independence.

The forward-thrusts of capital are approximately reflected in the development of the

railway network. The permanent way grew most quickly in Europe during the forties, in

America  in  the  fifties,  in  Asia  in  the  sixties,  in  Australia  during  the  seventies  and

eighties, and during the nineties in Africa.(1)

Public  loans  for  railroad  building  and  armaments  accompany  all  stages  of  the

accumulation of capital: the introduction of commodity economy, industrialisation of

countries,  capitalist  revolutionisation  of  agriculture  as  well  as  the  emancipation  of

young capitalist states. For the accumulation of capital, the loan has various functions:

(a) it serves to convert the money of non-capitalist groups into capital, i.e. money both

as a commodity equivalent (lower middle-class savings) and as fund of consumption for

the hangers-on of  the capitalist  class;  (b)  it  serves  to  transform money capital  into

productive capital by means of state enterprise-railroad building and military supplies;

(c)  it  serves to divert accumulated capital from the old capitalist countries to young

ones. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the loan transferred capital from the

Italian cities to England, in the eighteenth century from Holland to England, in the

nineteenth  century  from  England  to  the  American  Republics  and  Australia,  from

France, Germany and Belgium to Russia, and at the present time [1912] from Germany

to Turkey, from England, Germany and France to China, and, via Russia, to Persia.

In the Imperialist Era, the foreign loan played an outstanding part as a means for

young capitalist  states  to  acquire  independence.  The  contradictions  inherent  in  the

modern system of foreign loans are the concrete expression of those which characterise

the imperialist phase. Though foreign loans are indispensable for the emancipation of

the rising capitalist states, they are yet the surest ties by which the old capitalist states

maintain their influence, exercise financial control and exert pressure on the customs,

foreign and commercial policy of the young capitalist states. Pre-eminently channels for

the investment in new spheres of capital accumulated in the old countries, such loans

widen the scope for the accumulation of capital; but at the same time they restrict it by

creating new competition for the investing countries.

These inherent conflicts  of  the international loan system are a classic example  of

spatio-temporal divergencies between the conditions for the realisation of surplus value

and the capitalisation thereof. While realisation of the surplus value requires only the

general spreading of commodity production, its capitalisation demands the progressive

supercession of simple commodity production by capitalist economy, with the corollary

that  the  limits  to  both  the  realisation  and  the  capitalisation  of  surplus  value  keep

contracting ever more. Employment of international capital in the construction of the

international railway network reflects this disparity. Between the thirties and the sixties
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of the nineteenth century,  railway is  building and the loans necessary for  it  mainly

served to oust natural economy, and to spread commodity economy – as in the case of

the Russian railway loans in the sixties, or in that of the American railways which were

built  with European capital. Railway construction in Africa and Asia during the last

twenty  years,  on  the  other  hand,  almost  exclusively  served  the  purposes  of  an

imperialist  policy,  of  economic  monopolisation  and  economic  subjugation  of  the

backward communities. As regards Russia’s railroad construction in Eastern Asia, for

instance,  it  is  common  knowledge  that  Russia  had  paved  the  way  for  the  military

occupation of Manchuria by sending troops to protect her engineers working on the

Manchurian railway. With the same object in view, Russia obtained railway concessions

in  Persia,  Germany  in  Asia  Minor  and  Mesopotamia,  and  Britain  and  Germany  in

Africa.

In this  connection, we must deal with a  misunderstanding concerning the capital

investments in foreign countries and the demand of these countries for capital imports.

Already in the early twenties of the last century, the export of British capital to America

played an important part, being largely responsible for the first genuine industrial and

commercial crises in England in 1825. Since 1824, the London stock exchange had been

flooded with South American stocks and shares. During the following year, the newly

defeated states of South and Central America raised loans in London alone for more

than £20,000,000, and in addition, enormous quantities of South American industrial

shares and similar bonds were sold. This sudden prosperity and the opening up of the

South American markets in their turn called forth greatly increased exports of British

commodities  to  the  Latin  Americas.  British  commodity  exports  to  these  countries

amounted to £2,900,000 in 1821 which had risen to £6,400,000 by 1825.

Cotton  textiles  formed  the  most  important  item  of  these  exports;  this  powerful

demand was the impetus for a rapid expansion of British cotton production, and many

new factories were opened. In 1821, raw cotton to the value of £m. 129 was made up in

England and risen to £m. 167.

The situation was thus fraught with the elements of a crisis. Tugan Baranovski raises

the question:

‘But from where did the South American countries take the means to buy twice as many

commodities in 1825 as in 1821? The British themselves supplied these means. The loans

floated on the London stock exchange served as payment for imported goods. Deceived by

the demand they had themselves created, the British factory-owners were soon brought to

realise by their own experience that their high expectations had been unfounded.’(2)

He thus characterises as ‘deceptive’, as an unhealthy, abnormal economic phenomenon

the fact that the South American demand for English goods had been brought about by
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British capital. Thus uncritically he took over the doctrine of an expert with whose other

theories he wished to have nothing in common. The opinion had been advanced already

during  the  English  crisis  of  1825  that  it  could  be  explained  by  the  ‘singular’

development  of  the  relations  between  British  capital  and South American demand.

None other than Sismondi had raised the same question as Tugan Baranovski and given

a  most  accurate  description  of  events  in  the  second  edition  of  his  Nouveaux

Principes:

‘The  opening  up  of  the  immense  market  afforded  by  Spanish  America  to  industrial

producers seemed to offer a good opportunity to relieve British manufacture. The British

government  were  of  that  opinion,  and in  the  seven years  following  the  crisis  of  1818,

displayed  unheard-of  activity  to  carry  English  commerce  to  penetrate  the  remotest

districts  of  Mexico,  Columbia,  Brazil,  Rio  de  la  Plata,  Chile  and  Peru.  Before  the

government decided to recognise these new states, it had to protect English commerce by

frequent  calls  of  battleships  whose  captains  had  a  diplomatic  rather  than  a  military

mission. In consequence, it had defied the clamours of the Holy Alliance and recognised

the new republics at a moment when the whole of Europe, on the contrary, was plotting

their ruin. But however big the demand afforded by free America, yet it would not have

been enough to absorb all the goods England had produced over and above the needs of

consumption,  had  not  their  means  for  buying  English  merchandise  been  suddenly

increased beyond  all  bounds  by  the loans  to  the  new republics.  Every  American  state

borrowed from England an amount sufficient to consolidate its government. Although they

were capital loans, they were immediately spent in the course of the year like income, that

is to say they were used up entirely to buy English goods on behalf of the treasury, or to

pay for those which had been dispatched on private orders. At the same time, numerous

companies with immense capitals were formed to exploit all the American mines, but all

the money they spent found its way back to England, either to pay for the machinery which

they immediately used, or else for the goods sent to the localities where they were to work.

As long as this singular commerce lasted, in which the English only asked the Americans to

be kind enough to buy English merchandise with English capital, and to consume them for

their  sake,  the  prosperity  of  English  manufacture  appeared  dazzling.  It  was  no  more

income but rather English capital which was used to push on consumption: the English

themselves bought and paid for their own goods which they sell to America, and thereby

merely forwent the pleasure of using these goods.’(3)

From this  Sismondi  drew the characteristic  conclusion that  the  real  limits  to the

capitalist market are set by income, i.e. by personal consumption alone, and he used

this example as one more warning against accumulation.

Down to the present day, the events which preceded the crisis of 1825 have remained

typical for a period of boom and expansion of capital, and such ‘singular commerce’ is

in  fact  one  of  the  most  important  foundations  of  the  accumulation  of  capital.

Particularly in the history of British capital, it occurs regularly before every crisis, as

Tugan Baranovski himself showed by the following facts and figures: the immediate

cause of the 1836 crisis was the flooding of the American market with British goods,
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again financed by British money. In 1834, US commodity imports exceeded exports by

£m. 12 but at the same time their imports of precious metal exceeded exports by nearly

£m.  3.2.  Even  in  1836,  the  year  of  the  crisis  itself,  their  surplus  of  imported

commodities amounted to £m. 10.4, and still the excess of bullion imported was £m 1.

This influx of money, no less than the stream of goods, came chiefly from England,

where US railway shares were bought in bulk. 1835/6 saw opening in the United States

of sixty-one new banks with a capital of £m. 10.4, predominantly British. Again, the

English paid for their exports themselves. The unprecedented industrial boom in the

Northern States of the Union, eventually leading to the Civil War, was likewise financed

by British capital, which again created an expanding market for British industry in the

United States.

And not  only  British capital  – other European capitals,  also made every  possible

effort  to take part  in this  ‘singular commerce’.  To quote Schaeffle,  in the five years

between 1849 and 1854,  at  least  £m. 100 were invested in American shares on the

various stock exchanges of Europe. The simultaneous revival of world industry attained

such dimensions that it culminated in the world crash of 1857. – In the sixties, British

capital lost no time in creating similar conditions in Asia as well as the United States.

An unending stream was diverted to Asia Minor and East India, where it financed the

most magnificent railroad projects. The permanent way of British India amounted in

1860 to 844 miles, in 1870 to 4,802 miles, in 1880 to 9,361 miles and in 1890 to 16,875

miles. This at once increased the demand for British commodities. No sooner had the

War of  Secession come to a close, than British capital  again flowed into the United

States. It again paid for the greater part of the enormous railroad constructions in the

Union during the sixties and seventies, the permanent way amounting in 1850 to 8,844

miles, in 1860 to 30,807 miles, in 1870 to 53,212 miles, in 1880 to 94,198 miles, and in

1890 to 179,005 miles. Materials for these railways were also being supplied by England

–  one  of  the  main  causes  for  the  rapid  development  of  the  British  coal  and  iron

industries  and  the  reasons  why  these  industries  were  so  seriously  affected  by  the

American crises of 1866, 1873 and 1884. What Sismondi considered sheer lunacy was in

this instance literally true: the British with their own materials, their own iron etc., had

built railroads in the United States, they had paid for the railways with their own capital

and only forwent their ‘use’. In spite of all periodical crises, however, European capital

had acquired such a taste for this madness, that the London stock exchange was seized

by a veritable epidemic of foreign loans in the middle of the seventies. Between 1870

and  1875,  loans  of  this  kind,  amounting  to  £m.  260,  were  raised  in  London.  The

immediate  consequence  was  a  rapid  increase  in  the  overseas  export  of  British

merchandise.  Although the  foreign countries  concerned went  periodically  bankrupt,

masses  of  capital  continued to  flow  in.  Turkey,  Egypt,  Greece,  Bolivia,  Costa  Rica,

Ecuador,  Honduras,  Mexico,  Paraguay,  Peru,  St.  Domingo,  Uruguay,  and Venezuela

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.30) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

5 of 23 9/20/2018, 9:43 PM



completely or partially suspended their payments of interest in the late seventies. Yet

undeterred by this, the fever for exotic state loans burst out again at the end of the

eighties – the South American states and South African colonies were lent immense

quantities of European capital. In 1874, for instance, the Argentine Republic borrowed

as much as £m. 10 and the loan had risen to £m. 59 by 1890.

England built  railways  with her own iron and coal  in  all  these countries as  well,

paying for them with her own capital. In 1885, the Argentine permanent way had been

1,952 miles, in 1893 it was 8,557 miles. Exports from England were rising accordingly:

British total  exports (mainly to the Argentine)  amounted to £m. 47 in 1885 and to

£m. 10.7 a mere four years later.

At the same time, British capital flowed into Australia in the form of state loans. At

the end of the eighties the loans to the three colonies Victoria, New South Wales and

Tasmania amounted to £m.112, £m. 81 of which were invested in railway construction.

The permanent way of Australia extended over 4,900 miles in 1880, and over 15,600

miles in 1895.

Britain, supplying capital and materials for these railways, was also embroiled in the

crises of 1890 in the Argentine, Transvaal, Mexico, Uruguay, and in that of 1893 in

Australia.

The following two decades made a difference only in so far as German, French and

Belgian capital  largely participated with British capital in foreign investments,  while

railway construction in Asia Minor had been financed entirely by British capital from

the fifties to the late eighties. From then on, German capital took over and put into

execution the tremendous project of the Anatolian railway. German capital investments

in Turkey gave rise to an increased export of German goods to that country.

In 1896, German exports to Turkey amounted to £m. 14, in 1911 to £m. 5.65. To

Asiatic Turkey, in particular, goods were exported in 1901 to the value of £m. 0.6 and in

1911 to the value of £m. 1.85. In this case, German capital was used to a considerable

extent to pay for German goods, the Germans forgoing, to use Sismondi’s term, only the
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pleasure of using their own products.

Let us examine the position more closely:

Realised  surplus  value,  which  cannot  be  capitalised  and  lies  idle  in  England  or

Germany,  is  invested  in  railway  construction,  water  works,  Etc.  in  the  Argentine,

Australia,  the  Cape  Colony  or  Mesopotamia.  Machinery,  materials  and  the  like  are

supplied by the country where the capital has originated, and the same capital pays for

them.  Actually,  this  process  characterises  capitalist  conditions  everywhere,  even  at

home. Capital must purchase the elements of production and thus become productive

capital before it can operate. Admittedly, the products are then used within the country,

while in the former case they are used by foreigners. But then capitalist production does

not aim at its products being enjoyed, but at the accumulation of surplus value. There

had been no demand for the surplus product within the country, so capital had lain idle

without the possibility of accumulating. But abroad, where capitalist production has not

yet developed, there has come about, voluntarily or by force, a new demand of the non-

capitalist  strata.  The  consumption  of  the  capitalist  and working  classes  at  home  is

irrelevant for the purposes of accumulation, and what matters to capital is the very fact

that  its  products  are  ‘used’  by  others.  The  new consumers  must  indeed  realise  the

products, pay for their use, and for this they need money. They can obtain some of it by

the  exchange  of  commodities  which  begins  at  this  point,  a  brisk  traffic  in  goods

following hard on the heels of railway construction and mining (gold mines, etc.). Thus

the  capital  advanced for  railroad  building  and  mining,  together  with  an  additional

surplus value, is gradually realised. It is immaterial to the situation as a whole whether

this exported capital becomes share capital in new independent enterprises, or whether,

as a government loan, it uses the mediation of a foreign state to find new scope for

operation in industry and traffic,  nor does it matter if  in the first  case some of the

companies are fraudulent and fail in due course, or if in the second case the borrowing

state finally goes bankrupt, i.e. if the owners sometimes lose part of their capital in one

way  or  another.  Even the  country  of  origin  is  not  immune,  and individual  capitals

frequently get lost in crises. The important point is that capital accumulated in the old

country should find elsewhere new opportunities to beget and realise surplus value, so

that accumulation can proceed. In the new countries, large regions of natural economy

are open to conversion into commodity economy, or existing commodity economy can

be ousted by capital. Railroad construction and mining, gold mining in particular, are

typical for the investment of capitals from old capitalist countries in new ones. They are

pre-eminently qualified to stimulate a brisk traffic in goods under conditions hitherto

determined by natural economy and both are significant in economic history as mile-

stones  along the route  of  rapid dissolution of  old  economic organisations,  of  social

crises and of the development of modern conditions, that is to say of the development
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of commodity economy to begin with, and further of the production of capital.

For this reason, the part played by lending abroad as well as by capital investments in

foreign railway and mining shares is a fine sample of the deficiencies in Marx’s diagram

of  accumulation.  In  these  instances,  enlarged  reproduction  of  capital  capitalises  a

surplus  value  That  has  already  been  realised  (in  so  far  as  the  loans  or  foreign

investments  are  not  financed  by  the  savings  of  the  petty  bourgeoisie  or  the  semi-

proletariat). It is quite irrelevant to the present field of accumulation, when, where and

how the capital of the old countries has been realised so that it may flow into the new

country. British capital which finds an outlet in Argentine railway construction might

well in the past have been realised in China in the form of Indian opium. Further, the

British capital which builds railways in the Argentine, is of English origin not only in its

pure  value-form,  as  money  capital,  but  also  in  its  material  form,  as  iron,  coal  and

machinery; the use-form of the surplus value, that is to say, has also come into being

from the very beginning in the use-form suitable for the purposes of accumulation. The

actual use-form of the variable capital, however, labour power, is mainly foreign: it is

the native labour of the new countries which is made a new object of exploitation by the

capital of the old countries. If we want to keep our investigation all on one plane, we

may even assume that the labour power, too, has the same country of origin as the

capital. In point of fact new discoveries, of gold mines for instance, tend to call forth

mass emigration from the old countries, especially in the first stages, and are largely

worked by labour from those countries. It might well be, then, that in a new country

capital,  labour  power  and  means  of  production  all  come  from  the  same  capitalist

country,  say England.  So it  is  really  in  England that  all  the  material  conditions for

accumulation exist – a realised surplus value as money capital, a surplus product in

productive form, and lastly  labour reserves.  Yet  accumulation cannot  proceed here:

England  and  her  old  buyers  require  neither  railways  nor  an  expanded  industry.

Enlarged reproduction, i.e. accumulation, is possible only if new districts with a non-

capitalist civilisation, extending over large areas, appear on the scene and augment the

number of consumers.

But then, who are these new consumers actually; who is it that realises the surplus

value of capitalist enterprises which are started with foreign loans; and who, in the final

analysis,  pays  for  these  loans?  The  international  loans  in  Egypt  provide  a  classical

answer.

The  internal  history  of  Egypt  in  the  second  half  of  the  nineteenth  century  is

characterised by the interplay of three phenomena: large-scale capitalist enterprise, a

rapidly growing public debt, and the collapse of peasant economy. Until quite recently,

corvée prevailed in Egypt, and the Wali and later the Khedive freely pursued their own

power policy with regard to the condition of landownership. These primitive conditions

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.30) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

8 of 23 9/20/2018, 9:43 PM



precisely offered an incomparably fertile soil for the operations of European capital.

Economically speaking, the conditions for a monetary economy had to be established to

begin  with,  and  the  state  created  them  by  direct  compulsion.  Until  the  thirties,

Mehemet  Ali,  the  founder  of  Modern  Egypt,  here  applied  a  method  of  patriarchal

simplicity:  every  year,  he  ‘bought  up’  the  fellaheen’s  entire  harvest  for  the  public

exchequer, and allowed them to buy back, at a higher price, a minimum for subsistence

and seed. In addition he imported cotton from East India, sugar cane from America,

indigo and pepper, and issued the fellaheen with official directions what to plant and

how much of it. The government again claimed the monopoly for cotton and indigo,

reserving  to  itself  the  exclusive  right  of  buying  and  selling  these  goods.  By  such

methods was commodity exchange introduced in Egypt. Admittedly, Mehemet Ali also

did something towards raising labour productivity.  He arranged for dredging of  the

ancient canalisation, and above all he started the work of the great Kaliub Nile dams

which  initiated  the  series  of  great  capitalist  enterprises  in  Egypt.  These  were  to

comprise four great fields:

irrigation systems, in which the Kaliub works built between 1845 and 1853 take

first place – quite apart from unpaid forced labour, they swallowed up £m. 2.5

and incidentally proved quite useless at first;

1. 

routes for traffic – the most important construction which proved ultimately

detrimental to Egypt being the Suez Canal;

2. 

the cultivation of cotton, and3. 

the production of sugar cane.4. 

With the building of the Suez Canal, Egypt became caught up in the web of European

capitalism, never again to get free of it. French capital led the way with British capital

hard on its heels. In the twenty years that followed, the internal disturbances in Egypt

were coloured by the competitive struggle between these two capitals. French capital

was  perhaps  the  most  peculiar  exponent  of  the  European  methods  of  capital

accumulation at the expense of primitive conditions. Its operations were responsible for

the useless Nile dams as well as for the Suez Canal. Egypt first contracted to supply the

labour of 20,000 serfs free of charge for a number of years, and secondly to take up

shares in the Suez Company to the tune of £m. 3.5, i.e. 40 per cent of the company's

total capital. All this for the sake of breaking through a canal which would deflect the

entire trade between Europe and Asia from Egypt and would painfully affect her part in

this trade. These £m. 3.5 formed the nucleus for Egypt’s immense national debt which

was  to  bring  about  her  military  occupation  by  Britain  twenty  years  later.  In  the

irrigation  system,  sudden  transformations  were  initiated:  the  ancient  sakias,  i.e.

bullock-driven water-wheels, of which 50,000 had been busy for 7 months in the year

in the Nile delta alone, were partially replaced by steam pumps. Modern steamers now

plied on the Nile  between Cairo and Assuan.  But the most  profound change in the

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.30) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

9 of 23 9/20/2018, 9:43 PM



economic  conditions  of  Egypt  was  brought  about  by  the cultivation of  cotton.  This

became almost epidemic in Egypt when, owing to the American War of Secession and

the English cotton famine, the price per short ton rose from something between £30

and £40 to £200–£250. Everybody was planting cotton, and foremost among all, the

Viceroy  and  his  family.  His  estates  grew  fat,  what  with  large-scale  land  robbery,

confiscations, forced ‘sale’ or plain theft. He suddenly appropriated villages by the score

though without any legal excuse. Within an incredibly short time, this vast demesne

was  brought  under  cotton,  with  the  result  that  the  entire  technique  of  Egyptian

traditional agriculture was revolutionised. Dams were thrown up everywhere to protect

the cotton fields from the seasonal flooding of the Nile, and a comprehensive system of

artificial irrigation was introduced. These waterworks together with continuous deep

ploughing – a novel departure for the fellah who had until then merely scratched his

soil with a plough dating back to the Pharaohs – and finally the intensive labours of the

harvest made between them enormous demands on Egypt’s labour power.  This was

throughout the same forced peasant labour over which the state claimed to have an

unrestricted right of disposal; and thousands had already been employed on the Kaliub

dams and the Suez Canal and now the irrigation and plantation work to be done on the

viceregal estates clamoured for this forced labour. The 20,000 serfs who had been put

at the disposal of the Suez Canal Company were now required by the Khedive himself;

and this brought about the first clash with French capital. The company was adjudged a

compensation of £m. 3.35 by the arbitration of Napoleon III, a settlement to which the

Khedive could all the more readily agree, since the very fellaheen whose labour power

was the bone of contention were ultimately to be mulcted of this sum. The work of

irrigation  was  immediately  put  in  hand.  Centrifugal  machines,  steam  and  traction

engines were therefore ordered from England and France. In their hundreds, they were

carried by steamers from England to Alexandria and then further. Steam ploughs were

needed for cultivating the soil, especially since the rinderpest of 1864 had killed off all

the cattle, England again being the chief supplier of these machines. The Fowler works

were expanded enormously of a sudden to meet the requirements of the Viceroy for

which Egypt had to pay.(4)

But now Egypt  required yet  a  third type of  machine,  cotton gins  and presses for

packing. Dozens of these gins were set up in the Delta towns. Like English industrial

towns, Sagasis, Tanta, Samanud and other towns were covered by pails of smoke and

great fortunes circulated in the banks of Alexandria and Cairo.

But already in the year that followed this cotton speculation collapsed with the cotton

prices which fell in a couple of days from 27d. per pound to 15d., 12d., and finally 6d.

after  the  cessation of  hostilities  in  the  American Union.  The following year,  Ismail

Pasha ventured on a new speculation, the production of cane sugar. The forced labour
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of the fellaheen was to compete with the Southern States of the Union where slavery

had been abolished. For the second time, Egyptian agriculture was turned upside down.

French and British capitalists found a new field for rapid accumulation. 18 giant sugar

factories were put on order in 1868–9 with an estimated daily output of 200 short tons

of sugar, that is to say four times as much as that of the greatest then existing plant. Six

of them were ordered from England, and twelve from France, but England eventually

delivered the lion’s share, because of the Franco-German war. These factories were to

be built along the Nile at intervals of 6.2 miles (10 km.), as centres of cane plantations

of an area comprising 10 sq. km. Working to full capacity, each factory required a daily

supply of 2,000 tons of sugar cane. Fellaheen were driven to forced labour on the sugar

plantations  in  their  thousands,  while  further  thousands  of  their  number  built  the

Ibrahimya Canal. The stick and kourbash  were unstintingly applied. Transport soon

became a problem. A railway network had to be built round every factory to haul the

masses of cane inside, rolling stock, funiculars, etc., had to be obtained as quickly as

possible. Again these enormous orders were placed with English capital. The first giant

factory was opened in 1872, 4,000 camels providing makeshift transport. But it proved

to be simply impossible to supply cane in the quantities required by the undertaking.

The working staff was completely inadequate, since the fellah, accustomed to forced

labour on the land, could not be transformed overnight into a modern industrial worker

by  the lash  of  the  whip.  The  venture  collapsed,  even before  many  of  the  imported

machines had been installed. This sugar speculation concluded the period of gigantic

capitalist enterprise in Egypt in 1873.

What had provided the capital for these enterprises? International loans. One year

before his death in 1863, Said Pasha had raised the first loan at a nominal value of

£m. 3.3 which came to £m. 2.5 in cash after deduction of commissions, discounts, etc.

He left to Ismail Pasha the legacy of this debt and the contract with the Suez Canal

Company, which was to burden Egypt with a debt of £m. 17. Ismail Pasha in turn raised

his first loan in 1864 with a nominal value of £m. 5.7 at 7 per cent and a cash value of

£m. 485 at 8¼ per cent. What remained of it, after £m. 3.35 had been paid to the Suez

Canal  Company  as  compensation,  was  spent  within the  year,  swallowed up for  the

greater part by the cotton gamble. In 1865, the first so-called Daira-loan was floated by

the Anglo-Egyptian Bank, on the security of the Khedive’s private estates. The nominal

value of this loan was £m. 3.4 at 9 per cent, and its real value £m. 2.5 at 12 per cent. In

1866, Fruehling & Goschen floated a new loan at a nominal value of £m. 3 and a cash

value of £m. 2. The Ottoman Bank floated another in 1867 of nominally £m. 2, really

£m.  1.7.  The  floating  debt  at  that  time  amounted  to  £m.  30.  The  Banking  House

Oppenheim & Neffen floated a great loan in 1868 to consolidate part of this debt. Its

nominal value was £m. 11.9 at 7 per cent, though Ismail could actually lay hands only

on  £m.  7.1  at  13½ percent.  This  money  made  it  possible,  however,  to  pay  for  the
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pompous celebrations on the opening of  the Suez Canal,  in presence of  the leading

figures in the Courts of Europe, in finance and in the demi-monde, for a madly lavish

display, and further, to grease the palm of the Turkish Overlord, the Sultan, with a new

baksheesh of £m. 1. The sugar gamble necessitated another loan in 1870. Floated by the

firm of Bischoffsheim & Goldschmidt, it had a nominal value of £m. 7.1 at 7 per cent,

and its  cash  value  was £m.  5.  In  1872/3  Oppenheim’s  floated  two  further  loans,  a

modest one amounting to £m. 4 at 14 per cent and a large one of £m. 32 at 8 per cent

which reduced the floating debt by one half, but which actually came only to £m 11 in

cash, since the European banking houses paid it in part by bills of exchange they had

discounted.

In 1874, a further attempt was made to raise a national loan of £m. 50 at an annual

charge of 9 per cent., but it yielded no more than £m. 3.4. Egyptian securities were

quoted at 54 per cent of their face value. Within the thirteen years after Said Pasha’s

death,  Egypt’s  total  public  debt  had  grown  from  £m.  3.293  to  £m.  94.110,(5)  and

collapse was imminent.

These operations of capital, at first sight, seem to reach the height of madness. One

loan followed hard on the other, the interest on old loans was defrayed by new loans,

and capital borrowed from the British and French paid for the large orders placed with

British and French industrial capital.

While  the  whole  of  Europe  sighed  and  shrugged  its  shoulders  at  Ismail’s  crazy

economy,  European  capital  was  in  fact  doing  business  in  Egypt  on  a  unique  and

fantastic scale – an incredible modern version of the biblical legend about the fat kine

which remains unparalleled in capitalist history.

In the first place, there was an element of usury in every loan, anything between one-

fifth and one-third of the money ostensibly lent sticking to the fingers of the European

bankers. Ultimately, the exorbitant interest had to be paid somehow, but how – where

were the means to come from? Egypt herself was to supply them; their source was the

Egyptian fellah–peasant economy providing in the final analysis all the most important

elements for large-scale capitalist enterprise. He provided the land since the so-called

private estates of the Khedive were quickly growing to vast dimensions by robbery and

blackmail  of  innumerable  villages;  and  these  estates  were  the  foundations  of  the

irrigation projects and the speculation in cotton and sugar cane. As forced labour, the

fellah also  provided the labour  power and,  what  is  more,  he  was exploited without

payment and even had to provide his own means of subsistence while he was at work.

The  marvels  of  technique  which  European  engineers  and  European  machines

performed in the sphere of Egyptian irrigation, transport, agriculture and industry were

due to this peasant economy with its fellaheen serfs. On the Kaliub Nile dams and on
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the Suez Canal,  in the cotton plantations and in the sugar plants,  untold masses of

peasants were put to work; they were switched over from one job to the next as the need

arose,  and  they  were  exploited  to  the  limit  of  endurance  and  beyond.  Although  it

became evident at  every step that there were technical  limits to the employment of

forced labour for the purposes of modern capital, yet this was amply compensated by

capital’s unrestricted power of command over the pool of labour power, how long and

under what conditions men were to work, live and be exploited.

But not alone that it supplied land and labour power, peasant economy also provided

the money.  Under  the influence of  capitalist  economy,  the screws were put  on the

fellaheen by taxation. The tax on peasant holdings was persistently increased. In the

late sixties,  it  amounted to £2 5s.  per hectare,  but not a farthing was levied on the

enormous private estates of the royal family. In addition, ever more special rates were

devised. Contributions of 2s. 6d. per hectare had to be paid for the maintenance of the

irrigation system which almost exclusively benefited the royal estates, and the fellah

had to pay 1s. 4d. for every date tree felled, 9d. for every clay hovel in which he lived. In

addition, every male over 10 years of age was liable to a head tax of 6s. 6d. The total

paid by the fellaheen was £m. 2.5 under Mehemet Ali, £m. 5 under Said Pasha, and

£m. 8.15 under Ismail Pasha.

The greater the debt to European capital became, the more had to be extorted from

the peasants.(6)  In 1869 all  taxes  were put up by 10 per cent and the taxes for  the

coming year collected in advance. In 1870, a supplementary land tax of 8s. per hectare

was levied.  All  over Upper Egypt people were leaving the villages,  demolished their

dwellings and no longer tilled their land – only to avoid payment of taxes. In 1876, the

tax on date palms was increased by 6d. Whole villages went out to fell their date palms

and had to be prevented by rifle volleys. North of Siut, 10,000 fellaheen are said to have

starved in 1879 because they could no longer raise the irrigation tax for their fields and

had killed their cattle to avoid paying tax on it.(7)

Now  the  fellah  had  been  drained  of  his  last  drop  of  blood.  Used  as  a  leech  by

European capital, the Egyptian state had accomplished its function and was no longer

needed.  Ismail,  the  Khedive,  was  given  his  congé;  capital  could  begin  winding  up

operations.

Egypt had still to pay 394,000 Egyptian pounds as interest on the Suez Canal shares

for £m. 4 which England had bought in 1875. Now British commissions to ‘regulate’ the

finances of Egypt went into action. Strangely enough, European capital was not at all

deterred by the desperate state of the insolvent country and offered again and again to

grant immense loans for the salvation of Egypt. Cowe and Stokes proposed a loan of

£m. 76 at 9 per cent for the conversion of the total debt, Rivers Wilson thought no less
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than  £m.  503  would  be  necessary.  The  Crédit  Foncier  bought  up  floating  bills  of

exchange by the million, attempting, though without success, to consolidate the total

debt by a loan of £m. 91. With the financial position growing hopelessly desperate, the

time drew near when the country and all her productive forces was to become the prey

of European capital. October 1878 saw the representatives of the European creditors

landing in Alexandria. British and French capital established dual control of finances

and devised new taxes; the peasants were beaten and oppressed, so that payment of

interest, temporarily suspended in 1876, could be resumed in 1877.(8)

Now the claims of European capital became the pivot of economic life and the sole

consideration of the financial system. In 1878, a new commission and ministry were set

up, both with a staff in which Europeans made up one half. In 1879, the finances of

Egypt were  brought  under permanent control  of  European capital,  exercised by  the

Commission de la Dette Publique Égyptienne in Cairo. In 1878, the Tshiffiks, estates

of the viceregal family, which comprised 431,100 acres, were converted into crown land

and pledged to the European capitalists as collateral for the public debt, and the same

happened to the Daira lands, the private estates of the Khedive, comprising 485,131

acres, mainly in Upper Egypt; this was, at a later date, sold to a syndicate. The other

estates for the greatest part fell to capitalist companies,  the Suez Canal Company in

particular. To cover the cost of occupation, England requisitioned ecclesiastical lands of

the mosques and schools. An opportune pretext for the final blow was provided by a

mutiny in the Egyptian army, starved under European financial control while European

officials  were  drawing  excellent  salaries,  and  by  a  revolt  engineered  among  the

Alexandrian masses who had been bled white. The British military occupied Egypt in

1882, as a result of twenty years’ operations of Big Business, never to leave again. This

was the ultimate and final step in the process of liquidating peasant economy in Egypt

by and for European capital.(9)

It  should  now  be  clear  that  the  transactions  between  European  loan  capital  and

European industrial capital are based upon relations which are extremely rational and

‘sound’  for  the  accumulation  of  capital,  although  they  appear  absurd  to  the  casual

observer because this loan capital pays for the orders from Egypt and the interest on

one loan is paid out of a new loan. Stripped of all obscuring connecting links, these

relations consist in the simple fact that European capital has largely swallowed up the

Egyptian  peasant  economy.  Enormous  tracts  of  land,  labour,  and  labour  products

without number, accruing to the state as taxes, have ultimately been converted into

European capital and have been accumulated. Evidently, only by use of the kourbash

could the historical development which would normally take centuries be compressed

into two or three decades, and it was just the primitive nature of Egyptian conditions

which proved such fertile soil for the accumulation of capital.
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As against the fantastic increase of capital on the one hand, the other economic result

is the ruin of peasant economy together with the growth of commodity exchange which

is rooted in the supreme exertion of the country’s  productive forces.  Under Ismail’s

rule, the arable and reclaimed land of Egypt grew from 5 to 6.75 million acres, the canal

system from 45,625 to 54,375 miles and the permanent way from 256.25 to 1,638 miles.

Docks  were  built  in  Siut  and  Alexandria,  magnificent  dockyards  in  Alexandria,  a

steamer-service for pilgrims to Mecca was introduced on the Red Sea and along the

coast  of  Syria  and  Asia  Minor.  Egypt’s  exports  which  in  1861  had  amounted  to

4,450,000 rose to £m. 14.4 in 1864; her imports which under Said Pasha amounted to

£m. 1.2 rose under Ismail to between £m. 5 and £m. 5.5. Trade which recovered only in

the eighties from the opening up of the Suez Canal amounted to £m. 8.15 worth of

imports and £m. 12.45 worth of exports in 1890, but in 1900 the figures were £m. 144

for  imports  and  £m.  12.25  for  exports,  and  in  1911  –  £m.  27.85  for  imports  and

£m.  26.85  for  exports.  Thanks  to  this  development  of  commodity  economy  which

expanded by leaps and bounds with the assistance of European capital, Egypt herself

had fallen a  prey  to  the  latter.  The case  of  Egypt,  just  as  that  of  China  and,  more

recently,  Morocco,  shows militarism as  the executor  of  the  accumulation of  capital,

lurking behind international loans, railroad building, irrigation systems, and similar

works of civilisation. The Oriental states cannot develop from natural to commodity

economy  and  further  to  capitalist  economy  fast  enough  and  are  swallowed  up  by

international capital, since they cannot perform these transformations without selling

their souls to capital. Their feverish metamorphoses are tantamount to their absorption

by international capital.

Another good recent example is the deal made by German capital in Asiatic Turkey.

European capital, British capital in particular, had already at an early date attempted to

gain  possession  of  this  area  which  marches  with  the  ancient  trade  route  between

Europe and Asia.(10)

In the fifties and sixties, British capital built the railway lines Smyrna–Aydin–Diner

and Smyrna–Kassab–-Alasehir,  obtained the concession to extend the line to Afyon

Karahisar and also leased the first tract for the Anatolian railway Ada–Bazar–Izmid.

French capital  gradually came to acquire influence over part of the railway building

during this time. In 1888, German capital appeared on the scene. It took up 60 per cent

of the shares in the new merger of international interests, negotiated principally with

the French capitalist group represented by the Banque Ottomane. International capital

took up the remaining 40 per  cent.(11)  The  Anatolian Railway  Company,  a  Turkish

company, was founded on the 14th Redsheb of the year 1306 (March 4, 1889) with the

Deutsche Bank for principal backer, to take over the railway lines: between Ada-Bazar

and Izmid,  running since the early seventies,  as also the concession for the Izmid–
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Eskisehir–Angora line (25 miles). It was further entitled to complete the Ada–Bazar–

Scutari  line  and branch  lines  to  Brussa,  in  addition  to  building  the  supplementary

network Eskisehir–Konya (278 miles) on the basis of the 1893 concession, and finally

to run a service from Angora to Kaisari (264 miles). The Turkish government gave the

company a state guarantee of annual gross earnings amounting to £412 per km. on the

Ada-Bazar line and of £600 per km.  on the Izmid–Angora lines. For this purpose it

wrote over to the Administration de la Dette Publique Ottomane the revenue from

tithes in the sandshaks of Izmid, Ertoghrul, Kutalia and Angora, with which to make up

the  gross  earnings  guaranteed  by  the  government.  For  the  Angora-Kaisari  line  the

government guaranteed annual gross earnings of 775 Turkish pounds, i.e. £712 per km.,

and 604 Turkish pounds, i.e. approximately £550, provided, in the latter case, that the

supplementary grant per km. did not exceed 219 Turkish pounds (£200 a year). The

government was to receive a quarter of the eventual surplus of gross earnings over the

guaranteed amount. The Administration de la Dette Publique Ottomane as executor

of  the  government  guarantee  collected  the  tithes  of  the  sandshaks  Trebizonde  and

Gumuchhane direct and aid the railway company out of a common fund which was

formed  of  all  the  tithes  set  aside  for  this  purpose.  In  1898,  the  Eskisehir–Konya

maximum grant was raised from 218 to 296 Turkish pounds.

In 1899,  the company obtained concessions to build  and run a  dockyard at Ada-

Bazar,  to  issue  writs,  to  build  corn-elevators  and  storerooms  for  goods  of  every

description, further the right to employ its own staff for loading and unloading and,

finally, in the sphere of customs policy, the creation of a kind of free port.

In  1901,  the  company  acquired  a  concession  for  the  Baghdad  railway  Konya–

Baghdad–Bazra–Gulf of Persia (1,500 miles) which connects with the Anatolian line by

the Konya–Aregli–Bulgurlu line. For taking up this concession, a new limited company

was founded which placed the order of constructing the line, at first to Bulgurlu, with a

Building Company registered in Frankfort-on-the-Main.

Between  1893  and  1910,  the  Turkish  government  gave  additional  grants  –

£1,948,000  for  the  Ada-Bazar–Angora  line  and  1,800,000  Turkish  pounds  for  the

Eskisehir–Konya line – a total of £3,632,000.(12) Finally, by the concession of 1907, the

company was empowered to drain the Karavirar Lake and to irrigate the Konya plain,

these works to be executed within six years at government expense. In this instance, the

company advanced the government the necessary capital up to £780,000 at per cent

interest, repayable within thirty-six years. In return the Turkish government pledged as

securities:

an annual sum of 25,000 Turkish pounds, payable from the surplus of the tithes’

fund assigned to the Administration de la Dette Publique Ottomane to cover

1. 
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the railway grants and other obligations;

the residual tithes over the last years in the newly irrigated regions;2. 

the net proceeds from the working of the irrigation systems, and3. 

the price of all reclaimed or irrigated land that was sold.4. 

For  the  execution  of  this  work,  the  Frankfort  company  had  formed  a  subsidiary

company ‘for the irrigation of the Konya plain’ with a capital of £m. 5.4 to take this

work in hand.

In 1908 the company obtained the concession for extending the Konya railway as far

as Baghdad and the Gulf of Persia, again with inclusion of a guaranteed revenue.

To pay for this railway grant, a German Baghdad railway loan was taken up in three

instalments  of  £m.  216,  £m.  432 and  £m.  476  respectively,  on  the  security  of  the

aggregate tithes for the vilayets Aydin, Baghdad, Mossul, Diarbekir, Ursa and Alleppo,

and the sheep-tax in the vilayets Konya, Adana, Aleppo, etc.(13)

The foundation of  accumulation here  becomes quite  clear.  German capital  builds

railways, ports and irrigation works in Asiatic Turkey; in all these enterprises it extorts

new surplus value from the Asiatics whom it employs as labour power. But this surplus

value must be realised together with the means of production from Germany, (railway

materials; machinery, etc.) How is it done? In part by commodity exchange which is

brought about by the railways, the dockyards, etc., and nurtured in Asia Minor under

conditions of natural economy. In part, i.e. in so far as commodity exchange does not

grow quickly enough for the needs of capital, by using force, the machinery of the state,

to convert the national real income into commodities; these are turned into cash in

order to realise capital plus surplus value. That is the true object of the revenue grants

for independent enterprises run by foreign capital, and of the collateral in the case of

loans. In both instances so-called tithes (ueshur), pledged in different ways, are paid in

kind by the Turkish peasant and these were gradually increased from about 12 to 12.5

per cent. The peasant in the Asiatic vilayet must pay up or else his tithe would simply

be  confiscated  by  the  police  and  the  central  and  local  authorities.  These  tithes,

themselves a manifestation of ancient Asiatic despotism based on natural economy, are

not collected by the Turkish government direct; but by tax-farmers not unlike the tax-

collectors of the ancien régime; that is to say the expected returns from the levy in each

vilayet  are  separately  auctioned  by  the  state  to  tax-farmers.  They  are  bought  by

individual speculators or syndicates who sell the tithes of each sandshak  (district) to

other speculators and these resell their shares to a whole number of smaller agents. All

these middlemen want to cover their expenses and make the greatest possible profit,

and  thus,  by  the  time  they  are  actually  collected,  the  peasants’  contributions  have

swollen to enormous dimensions.  The tax-farmer will  try  to recoup himself  for  any

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.30) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

17 of 23 9/20/2018, 9:43 PM



mistake in his calculations at the expense of the peasant, and the latter, nearly always in

debt, is impatient for the moment when he can sell his harvest. But often, after cutting

his corn, he cannot start threshing for weeks, until indeed the tax-farmer deigns to take

his due. His entire harvest is about to rot in the fields, and the tax-farmer, usually a

grain merchant himself, takes advantage of this fact and compels him to sell at a low

price. These tax collectors know how to enlist the support of the officials, especially the

Muktars, the local headmen, against complaining malcontents.(14)

Along with the taxes on salt, tobacco, spirits, the excise on silk, the fishing dues, etc.,

the tithes are  pledged with the Conseil  de  l’Administration de  la  Dette  Publique

Ottomane  to serve as security for the railway grant and the loans. In every case the

Conseil reserves to itself the right to vet the tax-farmers’ contracts and stipulates for the

proceeds of the tithe to be paid directly into the coffers of its regional offices. If no tax-

farmer  can be found,  the tithes  are  stored in  kind by  the Turkish government;  the

warehouse keys are deposited with the Conseil which then can sell the tithes on its own

account.

Thus  the  economic  metabolism  between  the  peasants  of  Asia  Minor,  Syria  and

Mesopotamia  on  the  one  hand  and  German  capital  on  the  other  proceeds  in  the

following way: in the vilayets Konya, Baghdad, Bazra, etc., the grain comes into being

as a simple use-product of primitive peasant economy. It immediately falls to the tithe-

farmer  as  a  state  levy.  Only  then,  in  the  hands  of  this  latter,  does  it  become  a

commodity, and, as such, money which falls to the state. This money is nothing but

converted peasant grain; it was not even produced as a commodity. But now, as a state

guarantee, it serves towards paying for the construction and operation of railways, i.e.

to realise both the value of the means of production and the surplus value extorted from

the Asiatic peasants and proletariat in the building and running of the railway. In this

process further means of production of German origin are used, and so the peasant

grain of Asia, converted into money, also serves to turn into cash the surplus value that

has been extorted from the German workers. In the performance of these functions, the

money rolls from the hands of the Turkish government into the coffers of the Deutsche

Bank,  and here it accumulates, as capitalist surplus value, in the form of promoters’

profits, royalties, dividends and interests in the accounts of Messrs. Gwinner, Siemens,

Stinnes and their fellow directors, of the shareholders and clients of the Deutsche Bank

and the whole intricate system of its subsidiary companies. If there is no tax-farmer, as

provided in the concessions, then the complicated metamorphoses are reduced to their

most  simple  and  obvious  terms:  the  peasant  grain  passes  immediately  to  the

Administration  de  la  Dette  Publique  Ottomane,  i.e.  to  the  representatives  of

European capital, and becomes already in its natural form a revenue for German and

other foreign capital: it realises capitalist surplus value even before it has shed its use-
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form for the Asiatic peasant, even before it has become a commodity and its own value

has been realised. This is a coarse and straightforward metabolism between European

capital and Asiatic peasant economy, with the Turkish state reduced to its real role, that

of a political machinery for exploiting peasant economy for capitalist purposes, – the

real function, this,  of all  Oriental states in the period of capitalist imperialism. This

business of paying for German goods with German capital in Asia is not the absurd

circle it seems at first, with the kind Germans allowing the shrewd Turks merely the

‘use’ of their great works of civilisation – it is at bottom an exchange between German

capital and Asiatic peasant economy, an exchange performed under state compulsion.

On the one hand it  makes  for  progressive  accumulation and expanding ‘spheres  of

interest’ as a pretext for further political and economic expansion of German capital in

Turkey. Railroad building and commodity exchange, on the other hand, are fostered by

the state on the basis of a rapid disintegration, ruin and exploitation of Asiatic peasant

economy in the course of which the Turkish state becomes more and more dependent

on European capital, politically as well as financially.(15)

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes
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(2)  Tugan Baranovski,  Studies on the Theory and History of Commercial Crises in
England, p.74.

(3) Sismondi, Nouveaux Principes ..., vol.i, book iv, chap.iv: Commercial Wealth Follows
the Growth of Income, pp.368-70.

(4) Engineer Eyth, a representative of Fowler’s, tells us: ‘Now there was a feverish exchange of
telegrams  between  Cairo,  London  and  Leeds.  –  “When  can  Fowler’s  deliver  150  steam
ploughs?” – Answer:  “Working to capacity,  within one year.”  – “Not good enough.  Expect
unloading Alexandria by spring 150 steam ploughs.” – A.: “Impossible.” – The works at that
time were barely big enough to turn out 3 steam ploughs per week. N.B. a machine of this type
costs  £2,500  so  that  the  order  involved  £m.  3.75.  Ismail  Pasha’s  next  wire:  “Quote  cost
immediate factory expansion. Viceroy willing foot bill.” – You can imagine that Leeds made hay
while the sun shone. And in addition, other factories in England and France as well were made
to supply steam ploughs. The Alexandria warehouses, where goods destined for the vice-regal
estates were unloaded, were crammed to the roof with boilers, wheels, drums wire-rope and all
sorts of chests and boxes. The second-rate hostelries of Cairo swarmed with newly qualified
steam ploughmen, promoted in a hurry from anvil  or share-plough, young hopefuls,  fit  for
anything and nothing, since every steam plough must be manned by at least an expert pioneer
of civilization. Wagon loads of this assorted cargo were sent into the interior, just so that the
next ship could unload. You cannot imagine in what condition they arrived at their destination,
or rather anywhere but their destination. Ten boilers were lying on the banks of the Nile, and
the machine to which they belonged was ten miles thither. Here was a little heap of wire-rope,
but  you  had  to  travel  another  20  hours  to  find  the  appropriate  pulleys.  In  one  place  an
Englishman who was to set up the machines squatted desolate and hungry, on a pile of French
crates, and in another place the mate had taken to native liquor in his despair. Effendis and
Katibs, invoking the help of Allah, rushed to and fro between Siut and Alexandria and compiled
endless lists of items the names of which they did not even know. And yet, in the end, some of
this apparatus was set in motion in Upper Egypt, the ploughs belched steam – civilisation and
progress  had  made  another  step  forward’  (Lebendige  Kräfte,  7  Vorträge  aus  dem
Gebiete der Technik, Berlin 1908, p.21)

(5) Cf. Evelyn Baring, Earl of Cromer, Egypt Today (London 1908), vol.i, p.11.
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(6) Incidentally, the money wrested from the Egyptian fellah further fell, by way of Turkey, to
European capital.  The Turkish loans of 1854, 1855, 1871, 1877 and 1886 were based on the
contributions from Egypt which were increased several times and paid direct into the Bank of
England.

(7) ‘It is stated by residents in the Delta’, reports The Times of March 31, 1879, ‘that the third
quarter of the year’s taxation is now collected, and the old methods of collection applied. This
sounds strangely by the side of the news that people are starving by the roadside, that great
tracts of country are uncultivated, because of the physical burdens, and that the farmers have
sold their cattle, the women their finery, and that the usurers are filling the mortgage offices
with  their  bonds,  and the  courts  with  their  suits  of  foreclosure’  (quoted by  Th.  Rothstein,
Egypt’s Ruin, 1910, pp.69-70).

(8) ‘This produce’, wrote the correspondent of The Times from Alexandria, ‘consists wholly of
taxes paid by the peasants in kind, and when one thinks of the poverty-stricken, overdriven,
under-paid fellaheen in their miserable hovels, working late and early to fill the pockets of the
creditors, the punctual payment of the coupon ceases to be wholly a subject of gratification’
(quoted by Rothstein, op. cit., p.49).

(9)  Eyth,  an  outstanding  exponent  of  capitalist  civilisation  in  the  primitive  countries,
characteristically concludes his masterly sketch on Egypt, from which we have taken the main
data, with the following imperialist articles of faith: ‘What we have learnt from the past also
holds true for the future. Europe must and will lay firm hands upon those countries which can
no longer  keep up with  modern conditions  on  their  own,  though this  will  not  be  possible
without all kinds of struggle, when the difference between right and wrong will become blurred,
then political  and  historical  justice  will  often  enough mean disaster  for  millions  and their
salvation depend upon what is politically wrong. All the world over, the strongest hand will
make an end to confusion,  and so it  will  even on the banks of  the Nile’  (op. cit.,  p.247).
Rothstein has made it clear enough what kind of ‘order’ the British created ‘on the banks of the
Nile’.

(10)  Already  in  the  early  twenties  of  the  last  century,  the  Anglo-Indian  government
commissioned Colonel Chesney to investigate the navigability of the River Euphrates in order to
establish the shortest possible connection between the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf,
resp. India. After detailed preparations and a preliminary reconnaissance in winter 1831, the
expedition proper set out in 1835/7. In due course, British staff and officials investigated and
surveyed a wider area in Eastern Mesopotamia. These efforts dragged on until 1866 without any
useful results for the British government. But at a later date Great Britain returned to the plan
of connecting the Mediterranean with India by way of the Gulf of Persia, though in a different
form, i.e. the Tigris railway project. In 1879, Cameron travelled through Mesopotamia for the
British  government to study the lay  of  the land for  the projected railway  (Max Freiherr  v.
Oppenheim, Vom Mittelmeer zum Persischen Golf durch den Hauran, die Syrische
Wüste und Mesopotamien, vol.ii, pp.5 and 36)

(11) S. Schneider, Die Deutsche Bagdadbahn (1900), p.3.

(12) Saling, Börsenjahrbuch 1911/12, p.2211.

(13) Saling, op. cit., pp.360-1. Engineer Pressel of Württemberg, who as assistant to Baron v.
Hirsch was actively engaged in these transactions in European Turkey, neatly accounts for the
total  grants  towards  railway  building  in  Turkey  which  European  capital  wrested  from  the
Turkish government:
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All this refers only to the period before 1899; not until that date were the revenue grants paid in
part. The tithes of no less than 28 out of the 74 sandshaks in Asiatic Turkey had been pledged
for the revenue grants, and with these grants; between 1856 and 1900, a grand total of 1,516
miles of rails had been laid down in Asiatic Turkey. Pressel, the expert, by the way gives an
instance of the underhand methods employed by the railway company at Turkish expense; he
states that under the 1893 agreement the Anatolian company promised to run the railway, to
Baghdad via Angora, but  later decided that  this  plan of theirs would not  work and, having
qualified for the guarantee, left the line to its fate and got busy with another route via Konya.

‘No sooner  have  the  companies  succeeded in  acquiring  the  Smyrna–Aydin–Diner  line,

than they will demand the extension of this line to Konya, and the moment these branch

lines are completed, the companies will move heaven and earth to force the goods traffic to

use these new routes for which there are no guarantees, and which, more important still,

need never share their takings, whereas the other lines must pay part of their surplus to

the government, once their gross revenue exceeds a certain amount. In consequence, the

government will gain nothing by the Aydin fine, and the companies will make millions. The

government will foot the bill for practically the entire revenue guarantee for the Kassaba–

Angora line, and can never hope to profit by its contracted, 25 per cent share in the surplus

above £600 gross  takings’  (W.V.  Pressel,  Les Chemins de Fer en Turquie d’Asie

(Zurich 1900), p.7).

(14) Charles Moravitz, Die Türkei im Spiegel ihrer Finanzen (1903), p.84.

(15)  ‘Incidentally,  in  this country everything is  difficult  and complicated.  If  the government
wishes to create a monopoly in cigarette paper or playing cards, France and Austro-Hungary
immediately are on the spot to veto the project in the interest of their trade. If the issue is oil,
Russia  will  raise  objections,  and even the  Powers  who are  least  concerned will  make their
agreement dependent on some other agreement. Turkey’s fate is that of Sancho Panza and his
dinner:  as  soon as  the  minister  of  finance  wishes  to  do  anything,  some diplomat  gets  up,
interrupts him and throws a veto in his teeth’ (Moravitz, op. cit., p.70).
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 31

IMPERIALISM  is  the  political  expression  of  the  accumulation  of  capital  in  its

competitive struggle for what remains still open of the non-capitalist environment. Still

the  largest  part  of  the  world  in  terms  of  geography,  this  remaining  field  for  the

expansion of capital is yet insignificant as against the high level of development already

attained by  the productive  forces  of  capital;  witness the immense masses of  capital

accumulated in the old countries which seek an outlet for their surplus product and

strive to capitalise their surplus value, and the rapid change-over to capitalism of the

pre-capitalist  civilisations.  On  the  international  stage,  then,  capital  must  take

appropriate measures. With the high development of the capitalist countries and their

increasingly severe competition in acquiring non-capitalist areas, imperialism grows in

lawlessness and violence, both in aggression against the non-capitalist  world and in

ever more serious conflicts  among the competing capitalist  countries.  But  the more

violently,  ruthlessly  and  thoroughly  imperialism  brings  about  the  decline  of  non-

capitalist civilisations, the more rapidly it cuts the very ground from under the feet of

capitalist accumulation. Though imperialism is the historical method for prolonging the

career of capitalism, it is also a sure means of bringing it to a swift conclusion. This is

not to say that capitalist development must be actually driven to this extreme: the mere

tendency  towards  imperialism  of  itself  takes  forms  which  make  the  final  phase  of

capitalism a period of catastrophe.
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Classical  economics,  in  its  period  of  storm  and  stress,  had  had  high  hopes  of  a

peaceful development of the accumulation of capital and of a trade and industry which

can only prosper in times of peace, evolving the orthodox Manchester ideology of the

harmony of  interests  among the world’s  commercial  nations  on the one hand,  and

between  capital  and labour  on  the  other.  These  hopes  were  apparently  justified  in

Europe by the short period of Free Trade in the sixties and seventies, which was based

upon the mistaken doctrine of the English Free Traders that the only theoretical and

practical condition for the accumulation of capital is commodity exchange, that the two

are identical. As we have seen, Ricardo and his whole school identified accumulation

and its reproductive conditions with simple commodity production and the conditions

of simple commodity circulation. This was soon to become even more obvious in the

practices of the common Free Trader. The special interests of the exporting Lancashire

cotton manufacturers  in  Manchester  determined the entire  line  of  argument  of  the

Cobden League. Their principal object was to get markets, and it became an article of

faith:  ‘Buy from foreign countries  and thus  in  turn sell  our  industrial  product,  our

cotton  goods,  on  the  new  markets.’  Cobden  and Bright  demanded  Free  Trade  and

cheaper foodstuffs in particular in the interest of consumption; but the consumer was

not the worker who eats the bread, but the capitalist who consumes labour power.

This teaching never expressed the interests of capitalist accumulation as a whole. In

England herself it was given the lie already in the forties, when the harmony of interests

of the commercial nations in the East were proclaimed to the sound of gunfire in the

Opium Wars which ultimately, by the annexation of Hongkong, brought about the very

opposite  of  such  harmony,  a  system  of  ‘spheres  of  interest’.(1)  On  the  European

Continent, Free Trade in the sixties did not represent the interests of industrial capital,

because the foremost Free Trade countries of the Continent were still predominantly

agrarian with a comparatively feeble  development of  industry.  Rather,  the policy of

Free Trade was implemented as a means for the political reconstruction of the Central

European  states.  In  Germany,  under  Bismarck  and  Manteuffel,  it  was  a  peculiarly

Prussian lever for ousting Austria from the Bund and the Zollverein and to set up the

new German Empire under Prussian leadership. Economically speaking, the mainstays

of Free Trade were in this case the interests both of commercial capital, especially in the

Hansa towns to whom international trade was vital, and of agrarian consumers; among

industry proper, it was otherwise. The iron industry was won over only with difficulty

and in exchange for the abolition of the Rhine tolls. But the cotton industry in Southern

Germany  remained  irreconcilable  and  clung  to  protective  tariffs.  In  France,  ‘most

favoured  nations’  clause’  agreements,  the  basis  of  the  Free  Trade  system  all  over

Europe, were concluded by Napoleon III without the consent, and even against the will,

of parliament, industrialists and agrarians, who constituted an absolute majority, being

in favour of  protective tariffs.  The government of  the Second Empire  only  took the
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course of commercial treaties as an emergency measure – Britain accepted it as such –

in order to get round political opposition in France and to establish Free Trade behind

the back of the legislature by international action. The first principal treaty between

England and France simply  rode rough-shod over public  opinion in France.(2)  Two

imperial decrees abolished the old system of French protective tariffs which had been in

force from 1853 to 1862. With scant observance of the formalities they were ‘ratified’ in

1863. In Italy, Free Trade was a prop of Cavour’s policy, depending as it did on French

support. Under pressure of public opinion, an inquiry was made in 1870 which revealed

that  those  most  intimately  concerned  were  hostile  to  the  policy  of  Free  Trade.  In

Russia, finally, the tendency towards Free Trade in the sixties was but the first step

towards creating a broad basis for commodity economy and industry on a large scale,

coming at the same time as the abolition of serfdom and the construction of a railway

network. (3)

Thus the very inception of an international system of Free Trade shows it to be just a

passing phase in the history of capitalist accumulation, and it shows up the fallacy of

attributing the general  reversion to protective tariffs  after  the  seventies simply to a

defensive reaction against English Free Trade.(4)

Such an explanation is  vitiated by the fact  that  both in Germany and France the

leaders  in  the  reversion  to  protective  tariffs  were  the  agrarian  interests,  that  the

measures were directed not against British but against American competition, and that

not England but Germany constituted the chief danger to the rising home industry in

Russia, and France to that in Italy. Nor was Britain’s monopoly the cause for the world-

wide  depression  which  prevailed  since  the  seventies  and  induced  the  desire  for

protective tariffs. We must look deeper for the reasons responsible for the change of

front on the question of protective tariffs. The doctrine of Free Trade with its delusion

about  the harmony of  interests on the world market corresponded with an outlook

which conceived of everything in terms of commodity exchange. It was abandoned just

as soon as big industrial  capital had become sufficiently established in the principal

countries of the European Continent to look to the conditions for its accumulation. As

against the mutual interests of capitalist countries, these latter bring to the fore the

antagonism engendered by the competitive struggle for the non-capitalist environment.

When the Free Trade era opened, Eastern Asia was only just being made accessible

by the Chinese wars, and European capital had but begun to make headway in Egypt. In

the eighties the policy of  expansion became ever stronger,  together with a policy of

protective tariffs. There was an uninterrupted succession of events during the eighties:

the British occupation of Egypt,  Germany’s colonial  conquests in Africa, the French

occupation of Tunisia together with the Tonkin expedition, Italy’s advances in Assab
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and  Massawa,  the  Abyssinian  war  and  the  creation  of  a  separate  Eritrea,  and  the

English  conquests  in  South  Africa.  The  clash  between  Italy  and  France  over  the

Tunisian sphere of interest was the characteristic prelude to the Franco-Italian tariff

war seven years later, by which drastic epilogue an end was made to the Free Trade

harmony of  interests  on the European  Continent.  To  monopolise  the  non-capitalist

areas at home and abroad became the war-cry of capital, while the free-trade policy of

the  ‘open  door’  specifically  represented  the  peculiar  helplessness  of  non-capitalist

countries in the face of international capital  and the natural  equilibrium which was

aimed at by its competition in the preliminary stage of the partial or total occupation of

these areas as colonies or spheres of interest. As the oldest capitalist Empire, England

alone could so far  remain loyal  to  Free Trade,  primarily  because she had long had

immense possessions of non-capitalist areas as a basis for operations which afforded

her almost unlimited opportunities for capitalist accumulation. Until recently, she had

thus in fact been beyond the competition of other capitalist countries. These, in turn,

universally strove to become self sufficient behind a barrier of  protective tariffs; yet

they buy one another’s commodities and come to depend ever more one upon another

for  replenishing their  material  conditions  of  reproduction.  Indeed,  protective  tariffs

have  by  now completely  lost  their  use  for  technical  development  of  the  productive

forces,  all  too  often  being  the instrument  for  the  artificial  conservation of  obsolete

productive  methods.  The  inherent  contradictions  of  an  international  policy  of

protective tariffs, exactly like the dual character of the international loan system, are

just a reflection of  the historical antagonism which has developed between the dual

interests of accumulation: expansion, the realisation and capitalisation of surplus value

on the one hand, and, on the other, an outlook which conceives of everything purely in

terms of commodity exchange.

This  fact  is  evidenced  particularly  in  that  the  modern  system  of  high  protective

tariffs, required by colonial expansion and the increasing inner tension of the capitalist

medium, was also instituted with a view to increasing armaments. The reversion to

protective  tariffs  was  carried  through  in  Germany  as  well  as  in  France,  Italy,  and

Russia, together with, and in the interests of, an expansion of the armed services, as the

basis for the European competition in armaments which was developing at that time,

first on land, and then also at sea. European Free Trade, with its attendant continental

system of infantry,  had been superseded by protective tariffs  as the foundation and

supplement of an imperialist system with a strong bias towards naval power.

Thus capitalist  accumulation  as  a  whole,  as  an actual  historical  process,  has  two

different aspects.  One concerns the commodity market and the place where surplus

value is produced – the factory, the mine, the agricultural estate. Regarded in this light,

accumulation is a purely economic process, with its most important phase a transaction
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between the capitalist and wage labourer. In both its phases, however, it is confined to

the exchange of  equivalents and remains within the limits  of  commodity  exchange.

Here, in form at any rate, peace, property and equality prevail, and the keen dialectics

of scientific analysis were required to reveal how the right of ownership changes in the

course of accumulation into appropriation of other people’s property, how commodity

exchange turns into exploitation and equality becomes class-rule.

The  other  aspect  of  the  accumulation  of  capital  concerns  the  relations  between

capitalism  and  the  non-capitalist  modes  of  production  which  start  making  their

appearance on the international stage. Its predominant methods are colonial policy, an

international loan system – a policy of  spheres of interest – and war. Force,  fraud,

oppression, looting are openly displayed without any attempt at concealment, and it

requires an effort to discover within this tangle of  political  violence and contests of

power the stern laws of the economic process.

Bourgeois  liberal  theory  takes  into  account  only  the  former  aspect:  the  realm of

‘peaceful  competition’,  the  marvels  of  technology and pure commodity  exchange;  it

separates it  strictly  from the other aspect:  the  realm of capital’s  blustering violence

which is regarded as more or less incidental to foreign policy and quite independent of

the economic sphere of capital.

In  reality,  political  power  is  nothing but  a  vehicle  for  the  economic process.  The

conditions for the reproduction of capital provide the organic link between these two

aspects of the accumulation of capital. The historical career of capitalism can only be

appreciated by taking them together. ‘Sweating blood and filth with every pore from

head to toe’ characterises not only the birth of capital but also its progress in the world

at every step, and thus capitalism prepares its own downfall under ever more violent

contortions and convulsions.

<< Last Chapter     |     Next Chapter >>

Footnotes

(1)  And not only in England. ‘Even in 1859, a pamphlet, ascribed to Diergardt of Viersen, a
factory owner, was disseminated all over Germany, urging that country to make sure of the
East-Asiatic markets in good time. It advocated the display of military force as the only means
for  getting  commercial  advantages  from  the  Japanese  and  the  Eastern  Asiatic  nations  in
general. A German fleet, built with the people’s small savings, had been a youthful dream, long
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since brought under the hammer by Hannibal Fischer. Though Prussia had a few ships, her
naval  power  was  not  impressive.  But  in  order  to  enter  into  commercial  negotiations  with
Eastern Asia, it was decided to equip a ship. Graf zu Eulenburg, one of the ablest and most
prudent  Prussian  statesmen,  was  appointed  chief  of  this  mission  which  also  had scientific
objects. Under most difficult conditions he carried out his commission with great skill,  and
though the plan for simultaneous negotiations with the Hawaiian islands had to be given up,
the  mission  was  otherwise  successful.  Though  the  Berlin  press  of  that  time  knew  better,
declaring  whenever  a  new  difficulty  was  reported,  that  it  was  only  to  be  expected,  and
denouncing all expenditure on naval demonstrations as a waste of the taxpayers’ money, the
ministry  of  the new era  remained steadfast,  and the harvest  of  success was reaped by the
ministry that followed’ (W. Lotz, Die Ideen der deutschen Handelspolitik, p.80).

(2) Following on the preliminary discussion between Michel Chevalier and. Richard Cobden on
behalf of the French and English governments, ‘official negotiations were shortly entered upon
and were conducted with the greatest secrecy. On January 1, 1860, Napoleon III announced his
intentions in a memorandum addressed to M. Fould, the Minister of State. This declaration
came like a bolt from the blue. After the events of the past year, the general belief was that no
attempt would be made to modify the tariff system before 1861. Feelings ran high, but all the
same the treaty was signed on January 23’ (Auguste Devers, La politique commerciale de la
France Depuis 1860, Schriften des Vereins für Sozialpolitik, vol.51, p.136).

(3)  Between 1857  and  1868,  the  revision  along  liberal  lines  of  the  Russian  tariffs  and  the
ultimate writing-off of the insane system of kantrin  with regard to protective tariffs were a
manifestation and corollary of the progressive reforms which the disastrous Crimean wars had
made inevitable. But the reduction of customs duties reflected the concern of the landowning
gentry who, both as consumers of foreign goods and as producers of grain for export, were
interested in unrestricted commerce between Russia and Western Europe. The champion of
agrarian interests, the ‘Free Economic Association’ stated:

‘During the last sixty years, between 1822 and 1882, agriculture, Russia’s largest producer,

was brought to a precarious position owing to four great setbacks. These could in every

case be directly  attributed to  excessive  tariffs.  On the other hand,  the  thirty-two years

between 1845 and 1877 when tariffs were moderate went by without any such emergency,

in spite of three foreign wars and one civil war [meaning the Polish insurrection of 1863 –

R.L.], every one of which proved a greater or less strain on the financial resources of the

state’ (Memorandum of the Imperial Free Economic Association on Revising

Russian Tariffs, St. Petersburg 1890, p.148).

As late as the nineties, then, the scientific spokesman of the Free Trade Movement, the said
‘Free  Economic  Association’,  had  to  agitate  against  protective  tariffs  as  a  ‘contrivance  to
transplant’  capitalist  industry  to  Russia.  In  a  reactionary  ‘populist’  spirit,  it  denounced
capitalism as a breeding ground for the modern proletariat, ‘those masses of shiftless people
without home or property who have nothing to lose and have long been in ill repute’ (p.191).
This is proof enough that until most recent times the Russian champions of Free Trade, or at
least of moderate tariffs, did not to any appreciable extent represent the interests of industrial
capital. Cf. also K. Lodyshenski: The History of the Russian Tariffs, St. Petersburg 1886,
pp.239-58.

(4) This is also the opinion of F. Engels. In one of his letters to Nikolayon, on June 18, 1892, he
writes:

‘English authors, blinded by their patriotic interests, completely fail to grasp why the whole

world so stubbornly rejects England’s example of free trade and adopts in its place the

principle of protective tariffs. Of course, they simply dare not admit even to themselves

Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital (Chap.31) https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1913/accumulation-capital/...

6 of 7 9/20/2018, 9:43 PM



that  the  system  of  protective  tariffs,  by  now  almost  universal,  is  merely  a  defensive

measure  against  English  free  trade  which  was  instrumental  in  perfecting  England’s

industrial monopoly. Such a defence policy may be more or less reasonable – in some cases

it is downright stupid, as for instance in Germany who under the system of free trade had

become  a  great  industrial  power  and  now  imposes  protective  tariffs  on  agricultural

products and raw materials, thus increasing the cost of her industrial production. In my

view this universal reversion to protective tariffs is not a mere accident but the reaction

against England’s intolerable industrial monopoly. The form which this reaction takes, as I

said before, may be wrong, inadequate and even worse, but its historical necessity seems to

me  quite  clear  and  obvious’  (Letters  of  Karl  Marx  and  Frederick  Engels  to

Nikolayon, St. Petersburg 1908, p.71).
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Rosa Luxemburg

The Accumulation of Capital

Section Three

The Historical Conditions of Accumulation

Chapter 32

MILITARISM fulfils a quite definite function in the history of capital, accompanying as

it does every historical phase of accumulation. It plays a decisive part in the first stages

of European capitalism, in the period of  the so-called ‘primitive accumulation’,  as a

means of conquering the New World and the spice-producing countries of India. Later,

it is employed to subject the modern colonies, to destroy the social organisations of

primitive societies so that their means of production may be appropriated, forcibly to

introduce  commodity  trade  in  countries  where  the  social  structure  had  been

unfavourable to it, and to turn the natives into a proletariat by compelling them to work

for wages in the colonies. It is responsible for the creation and expansion of spheres of

interest  for  European  capital  in  non-European  regions,  for  extorting  railway

concessions in backward countries, and for enforcing the claims of European capital as

international  lender.  Finally,  militarism  is  a  weapon  in  the  competitive  struggle

between capitalist countries for areas of non-capitalist civilisation.

In  addition,  militarism  has  yet  another  important  function.  From  the  purely

economic point of view, it is a pre-eminent means for the realisation of surplus value; it

is in itself a province of accumulation. In examining the question who should count as a

buyer for the mass of products containing the capitalised surplus value, we have again

and again refused to consider the state and its organs as consumers. Since their income

is derivative, they were all taken to belong to the special category of those who live on
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the surplus value (or partly on the wage of labour), together with the liberal professions

and  the  various  parasites  of  present-day  society  (‘king,  professor,  prostitute,

mercenary’). But this interpretation will only do on two assumptions: first, if we take it,

in accordance with Marx’s diagram, that the state has no other sources of taxation than

capitalist surplus value and wages,(1) and secondly, if we regard the state and its organs

as consumers pure and simple. If the issue turns on the personal consumption of the

state  organs  (as  also  of  the  ‘mercenary’)  the  point  is  that  consumption  is  partly

transferred from the working class to the hangers-on of the capitalist class, in so far as

the workers foot the bill.

Let us assume for a moment that the indirect taxes extorted from the workers, which

mean a curtailment of their consumption, are used entirely to pay the salaries of the

state officials and to provision the regular army. There will then be no change in the

reproduction of social capital as a whole. Both Departments II and I remain constant

because society as a whole still demands the same kind of products and in the same

quantities. Only v as the commodity of ‘labour power’ has changed in value in relation

to the products of Department II, i.e. in relation to the means of subsistence. This v, the

same amount of  money representing labour power,  is  now exchanged for a smaller

amount of means of subsistence. What happens to the products of Department II which

are then left over? Instead of the workers, the state officials and the regular army now

receive them. The organs of the capitalist state take over the workers’ consumption on

the same scale exactly. Although the conditions of reproduction have remained stable,

there has been a redistribution of the total product. Part of the products of Department

II, originally intended entirely for the consumption of the workers as equivalent for v, is

now allocated to the hangers-on of the capitalist class for consumption. From the point

of view of social reproduction, it is as if the relative surplus value had in the first place

been larger by a certain amount which is added on to the consumption of the capitalist

class and its hangers-on.

So far the crude exploitation, by the mechanism of indirect taxation, of the working

class for the support of the capitalist state’s officials amounts merely to an increase of

the surplus value, of that part of it, that is to say, which is consumed. The difference is

that this further splitting off of surplus value from variable capital only comes later,

after  the  exchange  between  capital  and  labour  has  been  accomplished.  But  the

consumption by the organs of the capitalist state has no bearing on the realisation of

capitalised surplus value, because the additional surplus value for this consumption –

even though it comes about at the workers’ expense – is created afterwards. On the

other hand, if the workers did not pay for the greater part of the state officials’ upkeep

the capitalists  themselves would have to bear the entire  cost  of  it.  A corresponding

portion of their surplus value would have to be assigned directly to keeping the organs
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of their class-rule, either at the expense of production which would have to be curtailed

accordingly, or, which is more probable, it would come from the surplus value intended

for  their  consumption.  The  capitalists  would  have  to  capitalise  on  a  smaller  scale

because of having to contribute more towards the immediate preservation of their own

class.  In so far as they shift onto the working class (and also the representatives of

simple commodity production, such as peasants and artisans) the principal charge of

their  hangers-on,  the capitalists  have a larger portion of  surplus value available for

capitalisation.  But as yet no opportunities  for such capitalisation  have  come into

being, no new market, that is to say, for the surplus value that has become available, in

which  it  could  produce,  and  realise  new  commodities.  But  when  the  monies

concentrated in the exchequer by taxation are used for the production of armaments,

the picture is changed.

With  indirect  taxation  and  high  protective  tariffs  the  bill  of  militarism  is  footed

mainly  by  the  working  class  and the  peasants.  The  two  kinds  of  taxation  must  be

considered separately. From an economic point of view, it amounts to the following, as

far as the working class is concerned: provided that wages are not raised to make up for

the higher price of foodstuffs – which is at present the fate of the greatest part of the

working class, including even the minority that is organised in trade unions, owing to

the pressure of cartels and employers’ organisations(2) – indirect taxation means that

part of the purchasing power of the working class is transferred to the state. Now as

before  the  variable  capital,  as  a  fixed  amount  of  money,  will  put  in  motion  an

appropriate quantity of living labour, that is to say it serves to employ the appropriate

quantity of constant capital in production and to produce the corresponding amount of

surplus value. As soon as capital has completed this cycle,  it is divided between the

working class and the state: the workers surrender the state part of the money they

received as wages. Capital has wholly appropriated the former variable capital in its

material form, as labour power, but the working class retains only part of the variable

capital in the form of money, the state claiming the rest. And this invariably happens

after capital has run its cycle between capitalist and worker; it takes place, as it were,

behind the  back  of  capital,  at  no  point  impinging  direct  on  the  vital  stages  of  the

circulation of capital and the production of surplus value, so that it is no immediate

concern of the latter. But all the same it does affect the conditions for the reproduction

of capital as a whole. The transfer of some of the purchasing power from the working

class  to  the  state  entails  a  proportionate  decrease  in  the  consumption of  means of

subsistence by the working class. For capital as a whole, it means producing a smaller

quantity of consumer goods for the working class, provided that both variable capital

(in the form of money and as labour power) and the mass of appropriated surplus value

remain constant, so that the workers get a smaller share of the aggregate product. In

the process of  reproduction of the entire capital,  then, means of  subsistence will be
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produced in amounts smaller than the value of the variable capital, because of the shift

in  the ratio between the value of  the  variable capital  and the quantity  of  means of

subsistence in which it is realised, with the money wages of labour remaining constant,

according to our premise, or at any rate not rising sufficiently to offset the increase in

the price of foodstuffs. This increase represents the level of indirect taxation.

How will the material relations of reproduction be adjusted? When fewer means of

subsistence are needed for the renewal of labour power, a corresponding amount of

constant  capital  and  living  labour  becomes  available  which  can  now  be  used  for

producing other  commodities  in response to  a  new effective  demand arising within

society.  It  arises  from the  side  of  the  state  which  has  appropriated,  by  way  of  tax

legislation, the part wanting of the workers’ purchasing power. This time, however, the

state does not demand means of subsistence (after all that has already been said under

the  heading  of  ‘third  persons’,  we  shall  here  ignore  the  demand  for  means  of

subsistence for state officials which is also satisfied out of taxes) but it requires a special

kind of product, namely the militarist weapons of war on land and at sea.

Again we take Marx’s second diagram of accumulation as the basis for investigating

the ensuing changes in social reproduction:

 I. 5,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 7,000 means of production

II. 1,430c +    285v +    285s = 2,000 means of subsistence

Now let us suppose that, owing to indirect taxation and the consequent increase in the

price of means of subsistence, the working class as a whole reduces consumption by,

say,  a  100  value  units  of  the  real  wages.  As  before,  the  workers  receive

1,000v  +  285v  =  1,285v  in  money,  but  for  this  money  they  only  get  means  of

subsistence to the value of 1185. The 100 units which represent the tax increase in the

price of foodstuffs go to the state which receives in addition military taxes from the

peasants,  etc.,  to  the  value  of  150  units,  bringing  the  total  up  to  250.  This  total

constitutes a new demand – the demand for armaments. At present, however, we are

only  interested  in  the  100  units  taken  from  the  workers’  wages.  This  demand  for

armaments to the value of  100 must  be  satisfied by  the creation of  an appropriate

branch of production which requires a constant capital of 71.5 and a variable capital of

14.25, assuming the average organic composition outlined in Marx’s diagram.

71.5c + 14.25v + 14.25s = 100 weapons of war

This  new  branch  of  production  further  requires  that  71.5  means  of  production  be

produced and about 13 means of subsistence, because, of course, the real wages of the

workers are also less by about one-thirteenth.
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You  could  counter  by  saying  that  the  profit  accruing  to  capital  from  this  new

expansion of demand is merely on paper, because the cut in the actual consumption of

the working class will inevitably result in a corresponding curtailment of the means of

subsistence produced. It will take the following form for Department II:

71.5c + 14.25v + 14.25s = 100

In addition, Department I will also have to contract accordingly, so that, owing to the

decreasing consumption of the working class, the equations for both departments will

be:

 I. 4,949c    + 989.75v + 989.75s = 6,928.5

II. 1,358.5c + 270.75v + 270.75s = 1,900

If,  by  the  mediation  of  the  state,  the  same  100  units  now  call  forth  armament

production of an equal volume with a corresponding fillip to the production of producer

goods, this is at first sight only an extraneous change in the material forms of social

production: instead of a quantity of means of subsistence a quantity of armaments is

now being produced. Capital has won with the left hand only what it has lost with the

right.  Or  we  might  say  that  the  large  number  of  capitalists  producing  means  of

subsistence have lost the effective demand in favour of a small group of big armament

manufacturers.

But  this  picture  is  only  valid  for  individual  capital.  Here  it  makes  no  difference

indeed whether production engages in one sphere of activity or another. As far as the

individual capitalist is concerned, there are no departments of total production such as

the diagram distinguishes. There are only commodities and buyers, and it is completely

immaterial to him whether he produces instruments of life or instruments of death,

corned beef or armour plating.

Opponents of militarism frequently appeal to this point of view to show that military

supplies  as  an  economic  investment  for  capital  merely  put  profit  taken  from  one

capitalist into the pocket of another.(3) On the other hand, capital and its advocates try

to overpersuade the working class to this point of view by talking them into the belief

that indirect taxes and the demand of the state would only bring about a change in the

material form of reproduction; instead of other commodities cruisers and guns would

be produced which would give the workers as good a living, if not a better one.

One glance at the diagram shows how little truth there is in this argument as far as

the workers are concerned. To make comparison easier, we will suppose the armament

factories to employ just as many workers as were employed before in the production of

means of subsistence for the working class. 1,285 units will then be paid out a wages,
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but now they will only buy 1,185’s worth of means of subsistence.

All this looks different from the perspective of capital as a whole. For this the 100 at

the disposal of the state, which represent the demand for armaments, constitute a new

market. Originally this money was variable capital and as such it has done its job, it has

been  exchanged  for  living  labour  which  produced  the  surplus  value.  But  then  the

circulation of the variable capital was stopped short, this money was split off, and it

now appears as a new purchasing power in the possession of the state.  It  has been

created by sleight of hand, as it were, but still it has the same effects as a newly opened

market.  Of  course  for  the  time being  capital  is  debarred  from selling  100  units  of

consumer  goods  for  the  working  class,  and  the  individual  capitalist  considers  the

worker just as  good a consumer and buyer of  commodities as anyone else,  another

capitalist, the state, the peasant, foreign countries, etc. But let us not forget that for

capital as a whole the upkeep of the working class is only a necessary evil, only a means

towards the real end of production: the creation and realisation of surplus value. If it

were possible to extort surplus value without giving labour an equal measure of means

of subsistence, it would be all the better for business. To begin with indirect taxation

has the same effects as if – the price of foodstuffs remaining constant – the capitalists

had succeeded in depressing wages by a hundred units  without detracting from the

work performed, seeing that a lower output of consumer goods is equally the inevitable

result of continuous wage cuts. If wages are cut heavily, capital does not worry about

having to produce fewer means of subsistence for the workers, in fact it delights in this

practice at every opportunity; similarly, capital as a whole does not mind if the effective

demand of the working class for means of subsistence is curtailed because of indirect

taxation which is not compensated by a rise in wages. This may seem strange because in

the latter case the balance of the variable capital goes to the exchequer, while with a

direct wage cut it remains in the capitalists’ pockets and – commodity prices remaining

equal – increases the relative surplus value. But a continuous and universal reduction

of money wages can only be carried through on rare occasions, especially if trade union

organisation is highly developed. There are strong social and political barriers to this

fond aspiration of capital. Depression of the real wage by means of indirect taxation, on

the other  hand,  can be  carried  through promptly,  smoothly  and universally,  and it

usually takes time for protests to be heard; and besides, the opposition is confined to

the  political  field  and  has  no  immediate  economic  repercussions.  The  subsequent

restriction  in  the  production  of  means  of  subsistence  does  not  represent  a  loss  of

markets for capital as a whole but rather a saving in the costs of producing surplus

value.  Surplus  value  is  never  realised  by  producing  means  of  subsistence  for  the

workers – however necessary this may be, as the reproduction of living labour, for the

production of surplus value.
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But to come back to our example:

 I. 5,000c + 1,000v + 1,000s = 7,000 means of production

II. 1,430c +    285v +    285s = 2,000 means of subsistence

At first it looks as if Department II were also creating and realising surplus value in the

process  of  producing  means  of  subsistence  for  the  workers,  and  Department  I  by

producing the requisite means of  production. But if  we take the social  product as a

whole, the illusion disappears. The equation is in that case:

6,430c + 1,285v + 1,285s = 9,000

Now,  if  the  means  of  subsistence  for  the  workers  are  cut  by  100  units,  the

corresponding contraction of both departments will give us the following equations:

 I. 4,949c    + 989.75v + 989.75s = 6,928.5

II. 1,358.5c + 270.75v + 270.75s = 1,900

and for the social product as a whole:

6,307.5c + 1,260.5v + 1,260.5s = 8,828.5

This looks like a general decrease in both the total volume of production and in the

production of surplus value – but only if we contemplate just the abstract quantities of

value in the composition of the total product; it does not hold good for the material

composition thereof. Looking closer, we find that nothing but the upkeep of labour is in

effect decreased. Fewer means of subsistence and production are now being made, no

doubt, but then, they had had no other function save to maintain workers. The social

product is smaller and less capital is now employed – but then, the object of capitalist

production is not simply to employ as much capital as possible, but to produce as much

surplus  value  as  possible.  Capital  has  only  decreased  because  a  smaller  amount  is

sufficient  for  maintaining the  workers.  If  the  total  cost  of  maintaining the  workers

employed in the society came to 1,285 units in the first instance, the present decrease of

the social  product  by  171.5  –  the  difference  of  (9,000 −  8,828.5)  –  comes off  this

maintenance charge, and there is a consequent change in the composition of the social

product:

6,430c + 1,113.5v + 1,285s = 8,828.5

Constant capital and surplus value remain unchanged, and only the variable capital,

paid labour, has diminished. Or – in case there are doubts about constant capital being

unaffected  –  we  may  further  allow  for  the  event  that,  as  would  happen  in  actual

practice, concomitant with the decrease in means of subsistence for the workers there
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will be a corresponding cut in the constant capital. The equation for the social product

as a whole would then be:

6,307.5c + 1,236v + 1,285s = 8,828.5

In spite of the smaller social product, there is no change in the surplus value in either

case, and it is only the cost of maintaining the workers that has fallen.

Put it this way: the value of the aggregate social product may be defined as consisting

of three parts, the total constant capital of the society, its total variable capital, and its

total surplus value, of which the first set of products contains no additional labour, and

the second and third no means of production. As regards their material form, all these

products come into being in the given period of production – though in point of value

the  constant  capital  had  been  produced  in  a  previous  period  and  is  merely  being

transferred to new products. On this basis, we can also divide all the workers employed

into  three  mutually  exclusive  categories:  those who produce  the aggregate  constant

capital  of the society,  those who provide the upkeep for all  the workers,  and finally

those who create the entire surplus value for the capitalist class.

If, then, the workers’ consumption is curtailed, only workers in the second category

will lose their jobs. Ex hypothesi, these workers had never created surplus value for

capital,  and in consequence their dismissal  is therefore no loss from the capitalist’s

point of view but a gain, since it decreases the cost of producing surplus value.

The demand of the state which arises at the same time has the lure of a new and

attractive  sphere  for  realising  the  surplus  value.  Some of  the  money  circulating  as

variable capital breaks free of this cycle and in the state treasury it represents a new

demand. For the technique of taxation, of course, the order of events is rather different,

since the amount of the indirect taxes is actually advanced to the state by capital and is

merely being refunded to the capitalists by the sale of their commodities, as part of

their price. But economically speaking, it makes no difference. The crucial point is that

the quantity of money with the function of  variable capital  should first mediate the

exchange between capital and labour power. Later, when there is an exchange between

workers and capitalists as buyers and sellers of commodities respectively, this money

will change hands and accrue to the state as taxes. This money, which capital has set

circulating,  first  fulfils  its  primary function in  the exchange with labour power,  but

subsequently,  by mediation of  the  state,  it  begins an entirely new career.  As a  new

purchasing power, belonging with neither labour nor capital, it becomes interested in

new products, in a special  branch of production which does not cater for either the

capitalists or the working class, and thus it offers capital new opportunities for creating

and  realising  surplus  value.  When we  were  formerly  taking  it  for  granted  that  the
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indirect  taxes  extorted  from  the  workers  are  used  for  paying  the  officials  and  for

provisioning the army, we found the ‘saving’ in the consumption of the working class to

mean that the workers rather than the capitalists were made to pay for the personal

consumption of the hangers-on of the capitalist class and the tools of their class-rule.

This  charge  devolved  from  the  surplus  value  to  the  variable  capital,  and  a

corresponding  amount  of  the  surplus  value  became  available  for  purposes  of

capitalisation. Now we see how the taxes extorted from the workers afford capital a new

opportunity for accumulation when they are used for armament manufacture.

On the basis of indirect taxation, militarism in practice works both ways. By lowering

the normal standard of living for the working class, it ensures both that capital should

be able to maintain a regular army, the organ of capitalist rule, and that it may tap an

impressive field for further accumulation.(4)

We have still to examine the second source of the state’s purchasing power referred

to in our example, the 150 units out of the total 250 invested in armaments. They differ

essentially from the hundred units considered above in that they are not supplied by the

workers but by the petty bourgeoisie, i.e. the artisans and peasants. (In this connection,

we can ignore the comparatively small tax-contribution of the capitalist class itself.)

The money accruing to the state as taxes from the peasant masses – as our generic

term for all non-proletarian consumers – was not originally advanced by capital and

has  not  split  off  from  capital  in  circulation.  In  the  hand  of  the  peasant  it  is  the

equivalent of goods that have been realised, the exchange value of simple commodity

production.  The  state  now  gets  part  of  the  purchasing  power  of  the  non-capitalist

consumers, purchasing power, that is to say, which is already free to realise the surplus

value for capitalist accumulation. Now the question arises, whether economic changes

will result for capital, and if so, of what nature, from diverting the purchasing power of

such strata to the state for militarist purposes. It almost looks as if we had come up

against yet another shift in the material form of reproduction. Capital will now produce

an equivalent of  war materials for the state instead of producing large quantities of

means of production and subsistence for peasant consumers. But in fact the changes go

deeper. First and foremost, the state can use the mechanism of taxation to mobilise

much larger amounts of purchasing power from the non-capitalist consumers than they

would ordinarily spend on their own consumption.

Indeed  the  modern  system  of  taxation  itself  is  largely  responsible  for  forcing

commodity economy on the peasants. Under pressure of taxes, the peasant must turn

more and more of his produce into commodities, and at the same time he must buy

more and more. Taxation presses the produce of peasant economy into circulation and

compels the peasants to become buyers of capitalist  products.  Finally,  on a basis of
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commodity  production  in  the  peasant  style,  the  system  of  taxation  lures  more

purchasing power from peasant economy than would otherwise become active.

What  would  normally  have  been  hoarded by  the  peasants  and the  lower  middle

classes until it has grown big enough to invest in savings banks and other banks is now

set free to constitute an effective demand and an opportunity for investment. Further

the  multitude  of  individual  and  insignificant  demands  for  a  whole  range  of

commodities, which will become effective at different times and which might often be

met just as well by simple commodity production, is now replaced by a comprehensive

and  homogeneous  demand  of  the  state.  And  the  satisfaction  of  this  demand

presupposes  a  big  industry  of  the  highest  order.  It  requires  the  most  favourable

conditions for the production of surplus value and for accumulation. In the form of

government  contracts  for  army  supplies  the  scattered  purchasing  power  of  the

consumers is concentrated in large quantities and, free of the vagaries and subjective

fluctuations of personal consumption, it achieves an almost automatic regularity and

rhythmic  growth.  Capital  itself  ultimately  controls  this  automatic  and  rhythmic

movement of militarist production through the legislature and a press whose function is

to mould so-called ‘public opinion’. That is why this particular province of capitalist

accumulation at first seems capable of infinite expansion. All other attempts to expand

markets and set up operational bases for capital largely depend on historical, social and

political  factors  beyond  the  control  of  capital,  whereas  production  for  militarism

represents  a  province  whose  regular  and  progressive  expansion  seems  primarily

determined by capital itself.

In  this  way  capital  turns  historical  necessity  into  a  virtue:  the  ever  fiercer

‘competition’ in the capitalist world itself provides a field for accumulation of the first

magnitude.  Capital  increasingly  employs  militarism for implementing  a  foreign and

colonial  policy  to  get  hold  of  the  means  of  production  and  labour  power  of  non-

capitalist countries and societies. This same militarism works in a like manner in the

capitalist countries to divert purchasing power away from the non-capitalist strata. The

representatives  of  simple  commodity  production and the working class  are  affected

alike in this way. At their expense, the accumulation of capital is raised to the highest

power,  by  robbing the one of  their  productive  forces and by depressing the other’s

standard  of  living.  Needless  to  say,  after  a  certain  stage  the  conditions  for  the

accumulation of capital both at home and abroad turn into their very opposite – they

become conditions for the decline of capitalism.

The  more  ruthlessly  capital  sets  about  the  destruction of  non-capitalist  strata,  at

home and in the outside world, the more it lowers the standard of living for the workers

as a whole, the greater also is the change in the day-to-day history of capital. It becomes

a string of political and social disasters and convulsions, and under these conditions,
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punctuated by periodical economic catastrophes or crises, accumulation can go on no

longer.

But even before this natural economic impasse of capital’s own creating is properly

reached it becomes a necessity for the international working class to revolt against the

rule of capital.

Capitalism is the first mode of economy with the weapon of propaganda, a mode

which tends to engulf the entire globe and to stamp out all other economies, tolerating

no rival at its side. Yet at the same time it is also the first mode of economy which is

unable to exist by itself, which needs other economic systems as a medium and soil.

Although it strives to become universal, and, indeed, on account of this its tendency, it

must break down because it is immanently incapable of becoming a universal form of

production.  In  its  living  history  it  is  a  contradiction in  itself,  and  its  movement  of

accumulation provides a solution to the conflict and aggravates it at the same time. At a

certain stage of  development there will  be no other way out than the application of

socialist  principles.  The aim of socialism is  not accumulation but the satisfaction of

tolling humanity’s wants by developing the productive forces of the entire globe. And so

we find that socialism is  by its  very nature an harmonious and universal  system of

economy.

<< Last Chapter

Footnotes

(1)  Dr.  Renner  indeed  makes  this  assumption  the  basis  of  his  treatise  on  taxation.  ‘Every
particle of value created in the course of one year is made up of these four parts: profit, interest,
rent, and wages; and annual taxation, then, can only be levied upon these’ (Das arbeitende

Volk und  die  Steuern,  Vienna  1909).  Though  Renner  immediately  goes  on  to  mention
peasants, he cursorily dismisses them in a single sentence: ‘A peasant e.g. is simultaneously
entrepreneur,  worker,  and landowner,  his  agricultural  proceeds yield him wage,  profit,  and
rent, all in one.’ Obviously, it is an empty abstraction to apply simultaneously all the categories
of  capitalist  production to  the peasantry,  to  conceive of  the peasant  as  entrepreneur,  wage
labourer and landlord all in one person. If, like Renner, we want to put the peasant into a single
category, his peculiarity for economics lies in the very fact that he belongs neither to the class of
capitalist entrepreneurs nor to that of the wage proletariat, that he is not a representative of
capitalism at all but of simple commodity production.

(2) It would go beyond the scope of the present treatise to deal with cartels and trusts as specific
phenomena of the imperialist phase. They are due to the internal competitive struggle between
individual capitalist groups for a monopoly of the existing spheres for accumulation and for the
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distribution of profits.

(3)  In  a  reply  to Vorontsov,  Professor  Manuilov,  for  example,  wrote  what was  then greatly
praised by the Russian Marxists: ‘In this context, we must distinguish strictly between a group
of  entrepreneurs  producing  weapons  of  war  and  the  capitalist  class  as  a  whole.  For  the
manufacturers of guns, rifles and other war materials, the existence of militarism is no doubt
profitable  and indispensable.  It  is  indeed quite  possible that  the abolition of  the system of
armed peace would spell ruin for Krupp. The point at issue, however, is not a special group of
entrepreneurs but the capitalists as a class, capitalist production as a whole.’ In this connection,
however,  it  should  be  noted  that  ‘if  the  burden  of  taxation  falls  chiefly  on  the  working
population, every increase of this burden diminishes the purchasing power of the population
and hence the demand for commodities’. This fact is taken as proof that militarism, under the
aspect of armament production, does indeed ‘enrich one group of capitalists, but at the same
time it injures all others, spelling gain on the one hand but loss on the other’ (Vesnik Prava,
Journal of the Law Society, St. Petersburg 189), no.1, Militarism and Capitalism).

(4) Ultimately, the deterioration of the normal conditions under which labour power is renewed
will  bring about a  deterioration of  labour  itself;  it  will  diminish the average efficiency and
productivity of labour, and thus jeopardise the conditions for the production of surplus value.
But capital will not feel these results for a long time, and so they do not immediately enter into
its economic calculations, except in so far as they bring about more drastic defensive measures
of the wage labourers in general.

The Accumulation of Capital

Last updated on: 12.12.2008
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Zamość, Congress
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(aged 47) 
Berlin, Germany

Nationality Polish

Citizenship German

Alma mater University of Zurich
(Dr. jur., 1897)

Occupation Philosopher 
Economist 
Revolutionary

Political
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Party 
(1882–1886)
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Rosa Luxemburg
Rosa Luxemburg (German: [ˈʁoːza ˈlʊksəmbʊʁk] (  listen); Polish: Róża Luksemburg; also Rozalia

Luxenburg; 5 March 1871 – 15 January 1919) was a Polish Marxist theorist, philosopher, economist, anti-war
activist, and revolutionary socialist who became a naturalized German citizen at the age of 28. She was,
successively, a member of the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL), the
Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD), the Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD), and the
Communist Party of Germany (KPD).

In 1915, after the SPD supported German involvement in World War I, she and Karl Liebknecht co-founded
the anti-war Spartacus League (Spartakusbund), which eventually became the KPD. During the November
Revolution she co-founded the newspaper Die Rote Fahne ("The Red Flag"), the central organ of the Spartacist
movement.

She considered the Spartacist uprising of January 1919 a blunder,[1] but supported it as events unfolded.
Friedrich Ebert's majority Social Democratic government crushed the revolt and the Spartakusbund by sending
in the Freikorps (government-sponsored paramilitary groups consisting mostly of World War I veterans).
Freikorps troops captured and summarily executed Luxemburg and Liebknecht during the rebellion.
Luxemburg's body was thrown in the Landwehr Canal in Berlin.

Due to her pointed criticism of both the Leninist and the more moderate social democratic schools of
socialism, Luxemburg has had a somewhat ambivalent reception among scholars and theorists of the political
left.[2] Nonetheless, Luxemburg and Liebknecht were extensively idolized as communist martyrs by the East
German communist regime.[3] The German Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution notes that
idolization of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht is an important tradition of German far-left activism.[3]
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(1919)

Spouse(s) Gustav Lübeck

Partner(s) Leo Jogiches

Relatives Eliasz Luxemburg
(father) 
Line Löwenstein
(mother)

Luxemburg was born on 5 March 1871, in Zamość.[4][5] The
Luxemburg family were Polish Jews living in Russian-controlled
Poland. She was the fifth and youngest child of timber trader Eliasz
Luxemburg and Line Löwenstein. Luxemburg later stated that her
father imparted an interest in liberal ideas in her, while her mother was religious and well read with books kept at
home.[6] The family spoke German and Polish, and Luxemburg also learned Russian.[6] The family moved to Warsaw
in 1873.[7] After being bedridden with a hip ailment at the age of five, she was left with a permanent limp.[8]

Starting in 1880, Luxemburg attended a gymnasium. From 1886, she belonged to the Polish left-wing Proletariat Party
(founded in 1882, anticipating the Russian parties by 20 years). She began political activities by organizing a general
strike; as a result, four of the Proletariat Party leaders were put to death and the party was disbanded, though the
remaining members, including Luxemburg, kept meeting in secret. In 1887, she passed her Matura (secondary school
graduation) examinations. After fleeing to Switzerland to escape detention in 1889, she attended the University of
Zurich (as did the socialists Anatoly Lunacharsky and Leo Jogiches), where she studied philosophy, history, politics,
economics, and mathematics. She specialized in Staatswissenschaft (government science), the Middle Ages, and
economic and stock exchange crises.

Her doctoral dissertation, "The Industrial Development of Poland" (Die Industrielle Entwicklung Polens), was officially presented in the spring of 1897 at the
University of Zurich, which awarded her a Doctor of Law degree. Her dissertation was published by Duncker and Humblot in Leipzig in 1898. She was an
oddity in Zurich as she was one of the very few women with a doctorate. She plunged immediately into the politics of international Marxism, following in the
footsteps of Georgi Plekhanov and Pavel Axelrod.

In 1893, with Leo Jogiches and Julian Marchlewski (alias Julius Karski), Luxemburg founded the newspaper Sprawa Robotnicza ("The Workers' Cause"),
which opposed the nationalist policies of the Polish Socialist Party. Luxemburg believed that an independent Poland could arise and exist only through socialist
revolutions in Germany, Austria, and Russia. She maintained that the struggle should be against capitalism, not just for Polish independence. Her position of
denying a national right of self-determination under socialism provoked a philosophic disagreement with Vladimir Lenin. She and Leo Jogiches co-founded the
Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL) party, after merging Congress Poland's and Lithuania's social democratic organizations.
Despite living in Germany for most of her adult life, Luxemburg was the principal theoretician of the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland (SDKP, later
the SDKPiL), and led the party in a partnership with Jogiches, its principal organizer.

Luxemburg wanted to move to Germany to be at the centre of the party struggle, but she had no way of
obtaining permission to remain there indefinitely. In April 1897 she married the son of an old friend, Gustav
Lubeck, in order to gain a German citizenship. They never lived together and they formally divorced five
years later.[9] She returned briefly to Paris, then moved permanently to Berlin to begin her fight for Eduard
Bernstein's constitutional reform movement. Luxemburg hated the stifling conservatism of Berlin. She
despised Prussian men and resented what she saw as the grip of urban Capitalism on social democracy.[10] In
the Social Democratic Party of Germany's women's section she met Clara Zetkin, of whom she made a
lifelong friend. Between 1907 and his conscription in 1915, she was involved in a love affair with Clara's
younger son, Kostja Zetkin, to which approximately 600 surviving letters (now mostly published) bear
testimony.[11][12][13] Luxemburg was a member of the uncompromising left-wing of the SPD. Their clear
position was that the objectives of liberation for the industrial working class and all minorities could be
achieved by revolution only.

The recently published Letters of Rosa Luxemburg shed important light on her life in Germany. As Irene Gammel writes in a review of the English translation
of the book in The Globe and Mail: "The three decades covered by the 230 letters in this collection provide the context for her major contributions as a political
activist, socialist theorist and writer." Her reputation was tarnished by Joseph Stalin's cynicism in Questions Concerning the History of Bolshevism. In his
rewriting of Russian events he placed the blame for the theory of permanent revolution on Luxemburg's shoulders, with faint praise for her attacks on Karl
Kautsky, which she commenced in 1910.[14]

According to Gammel, "In her controversial tome of 1913, The Accumulation of Capital, as well as through her work as a co-founder of the radical Spartacus
League, Luxemburg helped to shape Germany's young democracy by advancing an international, rather than a nationalist, outlook. This farsightedness partly
explains her remarkable popularity as a socialist icon and its continued resonance in movies, novels and memorials dedicated to her life and oeuvre." Gammel
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also notes that for Luxemburg, "the revolution was a way of life," and yet that the letters also challenge the stereotype of "Red Rosa" as a ruthless fighter.[15]

But The Accumulation of Capital sparked angry accusations from the Communist Party of Germany; in 1923 Ruth Fischer and Arkadi Maslow denounced the
work as "errors", a derivative work of economic miscalculation known as "spontaneity".[16]

When Luxemburg moved to Germany in May 1898, she settled in Berlin. She was active there in the left wing of the SPD, in which she sharply defined the
border between the views of her faction and the Revisionism Theory of Eduard Bernstein. She attacked him in her brochure Social Reform or Revolution,
released in September 1898. Luxemburg's rhetorical skill made her a leading spokesperson in denouncing the SPD's reformist parliamentary course. She argued
that the critical difference between capital and labour could only be countered if the proletariat assumed power and effected revolutionary changes in methods
of production. She wanted the Revisionists ousted from the SPD. That did not occur, but Karl Kautsky's leadership retained a Marxist influence on its
programme.[17]

From 1900, Luxemburg published analyses of contemporary European socio-economic problems in newspapers. Foreseeing war, she vigorously attacked what
she saw as German militarism and imperialism.[18] She wanted a general strike to rouse the workers to solidarity and prevent the coming war; the SPD leaders
refused, and she broke with Karl Kautsky in 1910. Between 1904 and 1906, she was imprisoned for her political activities on three occasions.[19] In 1907, she
went to the Russian Social Democrats' Fifth Party Day in London, where she met Vladimir Lenin. At the socialist Second International Congress in Stuttgart,
her resolution, demanding that all European workers' parties should unite in attempting to stop the war, was accepted.[18]

Luxemburg taught Marxism and economics at the SPD's Berlin training centre. Her former student,
Friedrich Ebert, became the SPD leader, and later the Weimar Republic's first president. In 1912,
Luxemburg was the SPD representative at the European Socialists congresses.[20] With French socialist
Jean Jaurès, she argued that European workers' parties should organize a general strike when war broke
out. In 1913, she told a large meeting: "If they think we are going to lift the weapons of murder against
our French and other brethren, then we shall shout: 'We will not do it!'". But in 1914, when nationalist
crises in the Balkans erupted to violence and then war, there was no general strike and the SPD majority
supported the war – as did the French Socialists. The Reichstag unanimously agreed to financing the war.
The SPD voted in favour of that and agreed to a truce (Burgfrieden) with the Imperial government,
promising to refrain from any strikes during the war. This led Luxemburg to contemplate suicide: the
"revisionism" she had fought since 1899 had triumphed.[20]

In response, Luxemburg organised anti-war demonstrations in Frankfurt, calling for conscientious objection to military conscription and the refusal to obey
orders. On that account, she was imprisoned for a year for "inciting to disobedience against the authorities' law and order". Shortly after her death, her fame was
alluded to by Grigory Zinoviev at the Petrograd Soviet on 18 January 1919: he adjudged her astute assessment of Bolshevism.[21]

In August 1914, Luxemburg, along with Karl Liebknecht, Clara Zetkin and Franz Mehring, founded the Die Internationale group; it became the Spartacus
League in January 1916. They wrote illegal, anti-war pamphlets pseudonymously signed "Spartacus" (after the slave-liberating Thracian gladiator who opposed
the Romans); Luxemburg's pseudonym was "Junius" (after Lucius Junius Brutus, founder of the Roman Republic).

The Spartacus League vehemently rejected the SPD's support for fighting World War I by the German Empire, trying to lead Germany's proletariat to an anti-
war general strike. As a result, in June 1916 Luxemburg was imprisoned for two and a half years, as was Karl Liebknecht. During imprisonment, she was twice
relocated, first to Posen (now Poznań), then to Breslau (now Wrocław).

Friends smuggled out and illegally published her articles. Among them was The Russian Revolution, criticising the
Bolsheviks, presciently warning of their dictatorship. Nonetheless, she continued to call for a "dictatorship of the
proletariat", albeit not of the one party Bolshevik model. In that context, she wrote the words "Freiheit ist immer die
Freiheit des Andersdenkenden" (Freedom is always the freedom of the one who thinks differently) and continues in
the same chapter "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."[22] Another article, written in 1915 and published in June 1916, was Die Krise der Sozialdemokratie
(The Crisis of Social Democracy).

In 1917, the Spartacus League was affiliated with the Independent Social Democratic Party (USPD), founded by
Hugo Haase and made up of anti-war former SPD members. In November 1918, the USPD and the SPD assumed
power in the new republic upon the abdication of Emperor Wilhelm II. This followed the German Revolution that
began with the Kiel mutiny, when workers' and soldiers' councils seized most of Germany, to put an end to World
War I and to the monarchy. The USPD and most of the SPD members supported the councils, while the SPD leaders
feared this could lead to a Räterepublik ("council republic") like the soviets of the Russian Revolutions of 1905 and
1917.
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Luxemburg was freed from prison in Breslau on 8 November 1918. One day later, Karl Liebknecht, who had also been freed from prison, proclaimed the "Free
Socialist Republic" (Freie Sozialistische Republik) in Berlin.[23] He and Luxemburg reorganised the Spartacus League and founded The Red Flag (Die Rote
Fahne) newspaper, demanding amnesty for all political prisoners and the abolition of capital punishment in the essay Against Capital Punishment.[6] On 14
December 1918, they published the new programme of the Spartacus League.

From 29 to 31 December 1918, they took part in a joint congress of the League, independent socialists and the International Communists of Germany (IKD),
that led to the foundation on 1 January 1919 of the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) under the leadership of Liebknecht and Luxemburg. She supported the
new KPD's participation in the Weimar National Assembly that founded the Weimar Republic, but was out-voted and the KPD boycotted the elections.[24]

In January 1919, a second revolutionary wave swept Berlin. On New Year's Day Luxemburg declared:

Today we can seriously set about destroying capitalism once and for all. Nay, more; not merely are we today in a position to perform this task,
nor merely is its performance a duty toward the proletariat, but our solution offers the only means of saving human society from destruction.[25]

Like Liebknecht, Luxemburg refused to reject this attempt to seize power. The Red Flag encouraged the rebels to occupy the editorial offices of the liberal
press.

In response to the uprising, the Social Democratic leader Friedrich Ebert ordered the Freikorps to destroy the left-wing revolution. Luxemburg and Liebknecht
were captured in Berlin on 15 January 1919 by the Rifle Division of the Cavalry Guards of the Freikorps (Garde-Kavallerie-Schützendivision).[26] Its
commander Captain Waldemar Pabst, with Lieutenant Horst von Pflugk-Harttung, questioned them under torture and then gave the order to summarily execute
them. Luxemburg was knocked down with a rifle butt by the soldier Otto Runge, then shot in the head, either by Lieutenant Kurt Vogel or by Lieutenant
Hermann Souchon. Her body was flung into Berlin's Landwehr Canal.[27] In the Tiergarten Liebknecht was shot and his body, without a name, brought to a
morgue.

The execution of Luxemburg and Liebknecht inspired a new wave of violence in Berlin and across Germany.
Thousands of members of the KPD as well as other revolutionaries and civilians were killed. Finally, the People's
Navy Division (Volksmarinedivision) and workers' and soldiers' councils, which had moved to the political left,
disbanded. Luxemburg was held in high regard by Lenin and Leon Trotsky, who recognised her revolutionary
credentials at the Third International.[28]

The last part of the German Revolution saw many instances of armed violence and strikes throughout Germany.
Significant strikes occurred in Berlin, the Bremen Soviet Republic, Saxony, Saxe-Gotha, Hamburg, the
Rhinelands, and the Ruhr region. Last to strike was the Bavarian Soviet Republic, which was suppressed on 2 May
1919.

More than four months after the execution of Luxemburg and Liebknecht, on 1 June 1919, Luxemburg's corpse
was found and identified after an autopsy at the Charité hospital in Berlin.[26] Otto Runge was sentenced to two
years imprisonment (for "attempted manslaughter") and Lieutenant Vogel to four months (for failing to report a
corpse). However, Vogel escaped after a brief custody. Pabst and Souchon went unpunished.[29] The Nazis later
compensated Runge for having been jailed (he died in Berlin in Soviet custody after the end of World War II),[30]

and they merged the Garde-Kavallerie-Schützendivision into the SA. In an interview with German news magazine
Der Spiegel in 1962 and again in his memoirs, Pabst maintained that two leaders of the SPD, Defence Minister
Gustav Noske and Chancellor Friedrich Ebert, had approved of his actions. His account has been neither
confirmed nor denied, since the case has not been examined by parliament or the courts.

Luxemburg and Liebknecht were buried at the Friedrichsfelde Central Cemetery in Berlin, where socialists and communists commemorate them yearly on the
second Sunday of January.

Luxemburg defended Karl Marx's dialectical materialism and conception of history. Karl Kautsky, the ethical socialist, rejected neo-Kantian arguments in
favour of social Darwinism. The proletariat had to be re-organized in 1893 and in 1910–11, as a precondition, before they could act. These formed the
substantive form of arguments with Rosa Luxemburg in 1911, when the two seriously fell out. But Kautsky saw, as did Luxemburg, that what was true for the
Radicals, Vladimir Lenin and Alexander Parvus in Russia, was not necessarily so true in Germany. Kautsky was older than Luxemburg, more cautious, and he
read mass strikes as adventurism. But radical qualitative change for the working class would lead Luxemburg into an age of revolution, which she thought had
arrived. She was determined to push capitalism to its limits to develop class consciousness.[31] In order to get organization and consciousness, workers had to
strike to test resilience to exploitation; this would not be achievable through blind adherence to party organization.[32]
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Rosa Luxemburg professed a commitment to democracy and the necessity of revolution. Luxemburg's idea of
democracy, which Stanley Aronowitz calls "generalized democracy in an unarticulated form," represents
Luxemburg's greatest break with "mainstream communism", since it effectively diminishes the role of the
Communist Party, but is in fact very similar to the views of Karl Marx ("The emancipation of the working
classes must be conquered by the working classes themselves"). According to Aronowitz, the vagueness of
Luxemburgian democracy is one reason for its initial difficulty in gaining widespread support. Luxemburg
herself clarified her position on democracy in her writings regarding the Russian Revolution and the Soviet
Union. Early on, Luxemburg attacked undemocratic tendencies present in the Russian Revolution:

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 life,
in which only the bureaucracy remains as the active element. 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, then, a clique
affair – a dictatorship, to be sure, not the dictatorship of the proletariat but only the dictatorship
of a handful of politicians, that is a dictatorship in the bourgeois sense, in the sense of the rule
of the Jacobins (the postponement of the Soviet Congress from three-month periods to six-
month periods!) Yes, we can go even further: such conditions must inevitably cause a
brutalization of public life: attempted assassinations, shooting of hostages, etc. (Lenin's speech
on discipline and corruption.)[33]

Luxemburg also insisted on socialist democracy:

Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only for the members of one party – however numerous they may be – is no 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 effectiveness vanishes when
"freedom" becomes a special privilege.(...)But socialist democracy is not something which begins only in the promised land after the
foundations of socialist economy are created; it does not come as some sort of Christmas present for the worthy people who, in the interim, have
loyally supported a handful of socialist dictators. Socialist democracy begins simultaneously with the beginnings of the destruction of class rule
and of the construction of socialism."[33]

While being critical of the politics of the Bolsheviks, Rosa Luxemburg saw the behaviour of the Social Democratic Second International as a complete betrayal
of socialism. As she saw it, at the outset of the First World War the Social Democratic Parties around the world betrayed the world's working class by
supporting their own individual bourgeoisies in the war. This included her own Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD), the majority of whose delegates in
the Reichstag voted for war credits.

Rosa Luxemburg opposed the sending of the working class youth of each country to what she viewed as slaughter in a war over which of the national
bourgeoisies would control world resources and markets. She broke from the Second International, viewing it as nothing more than an opportunist party that
was doing administrative work for the capitalists. Rosa Luxemburg, with Karl Liebknecht, organized a strong movement in Germany with these views, but was
imprisoned and, after her release, killed for her work during the failed German Revolution of 1919 - a revolution which the German Social Democratic Party
violently opposed.

The Accumulation of Capital was the only work Luxemburg published on economics during her lifetime. In the polemic, she argued that capitalism needs to
constantly expand into noncapitalist areas in order to access new supply sources, markets for surplus value, and reservoirs of labor.[34] According to
Luxemburg, Marx had made an error in Capital in that the proletariat could not afford to buy the commodities they produced, and therefore by his own criteria
it was impossible for capitalists to make a profit in a closed-capitalist system since the demand for commodities would be too low, and therefore much of the
value of commodities could not be transformed into money. Therefore, according to Luxemburg, capitalists sought to realize profits through offloading surplus
commodities onto non-capitalist economies, hence the phenomenon of imperialism as capitalist states sought to dominate weaker economies. This however was
leading to the destruction of non-capitalist economies as they were increasingly absorbed into the capitalist system. With the destruction of non-capitalist
economies however, there would be no more markets to offload surplus commodities onto, and capitalism would break down.[35]
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The Accumulation of Capital was harshly criticized by both Marxist and non-Marxist economists, on the grounds
that her logic was circular in proclaiming the impossibility of realizing profits in a close-capitalist system, and that
her "underconsumptionist" theory was too crude.[35] Her conclusion that the limits of the capitalist system drive it to
imperialism and war led Luxemburg to a lifetime of campaigning against militarism and colonialism.[34]

The Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation was the central feature of Luxemburg's political philosophy, wherein
"spontaneity" is a grassroots approach to organising a party-oriented class struggle. Spontaneity and organisation,
she argued, are not separable or separate activities, but different moments of one political process; one does not exist
without the other. These beliefs arose from her view that class struggle evolves from an elementary, spontaneous
state to a higher level:

The working classes in every country only learn to fight in the course of their struggles...Social
democracy...is only the advance guard of the proletariat, a small piece of the total working masses;
blood from their blood, and flesh from their flesh. Social democracy seeks and finds the ways, and
particular slogans, of the workers' struggle only in the course of the development of this struggle, and
gains directions for the way forward through this struggle alone.[36]

Luxemburg did not hold spontaneism as an abstraction, but developed the Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation under the influence of mass strikes in
Europe, especially the Russian Revolution of 1905.[37] Unlike the social democratic orthodoxy of the Second International, she did not regard organisation as a
product of scientific-theoretic insight to historical imperatives, but as product of the working classes' struggles:

Social democracy is simply the embodiment of the modern proletariat's class struggle, a struggle which is driven by a consciousness of its own
historic consequences. The masses are in reality their own leaders, dialectically creating their own development process. The more that social
democracy develops, grows, and becomes stronger, the more the enlightened masses of workers will take their own destinies, the leadership of
their movement, and the determination of its direction into their own hands. And as the entire social democracy movement is only the conscious
advance guard of the proletarian class movement, which in the words of The Communist Manifesto represent in every single moment of the
struggle the permanent interests of liberation and the partial group interests of the workforce vis à vis the interests of the movement as whole, so
within the social democracy its leaders are the more powerful, the more influential, the more clearly and consciously they make themselves
merely the mouthpiece of the will and striving of the enlightened masses, merely the agents of the objective laws of the class movement.[38]

and

The modern proletarian class does not carry out its struggle according to a plan set out in some book or theory; the modern workers' struggle is a
part of history, a part of social progress, and in the middle of history, in the middle of progress, in the middle of the fight, we learn how we must
fight...That's exactly what is laudable about it, that's exactly why this colossal piece of culture, within the modern workers' movement, is epoch-
defining: that the great masses of the working people first forge from their own consciousness, from their own belief, and even from their own
understanding the weapons of their own liberation.[39]

In an article published just before the October Revolution, Luxemburg characterized the Russian February Revolution of 1917 as a "revolution of the
proletariat", and said that the "liberal bourgeoisie" were pushed to movement by the display of "proletarian power." The task of the Russian proletariat, she said,
was now to end the "imperialist" world war, in addition to struggling against the "imperialist bourgeoisie." The world war made Russia ripe for a socialist
revolution. Therefore, "the German proletariat are also ...posed a question of honour, and a very fateful question."[40]

In several works, including an essay written from jail and published posthumously by her last companion, Paul Levi (publication of which precipitated his
expulsion from the Third International), titled The Russian Revolution,[41] Luxemburg sharply criticized some Bolshevik policies, such as their suppression of
the Constituent Assembly in January 1918, and their policy of supporting the purported right of all national peoples to "self-determination." According to
Luxemburg, the Bolsheviks' strategic mistakes created tremendous dangers for the Revolution, such as its bureaucratisation.

Her sharp criticism of the October Revolution and the Bolsheviks was lessened insofar as she compared the errors of the Revolution and of the Bolsheviks with
the "complete failure of the international proletariat."[42]

Bolshevik theorists, such as Lenin and Trotsky, responded to this criticism by arguing that Luxemburg's notions were classical Marxist ones, but they could not
be applied to Russia of 1917. They stated that the lessons of actual experience, such as the confrontation with the bourgeois parties, had forced them to revise
the Marxian strategy. As part of this argument, it was pointed out that after Luxemburg herself got out of jail, she was also forced to confront the National
Assembly in Germany – a step they compared with their own conflict with the Russian Constituent Assembly.
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In this erupting of the social divide in the very lap of bourgeois society, in this international deepening
and heightening of class antagonism lies the historical merit of Bolshevism, and with this feat – as
always in large historic connections – the particular mistakes and errors of the Bolsheviks disappear
without trace.[43]

After the October Revolution, it becomes the "historic responsibility" of the German workers to carry out a revolution
for themselves, and thereby end the war.[44] When the German Revolution of 1918–19 also broke out, Luxemburg
immediately began agitating for a social revolution:

The abolition of the rule of capital, the realization of a socialist social order – this, and nothing less, is
the historical theme of the present revolution. It is a formidable undertaking, and one that will not be
accomplished in the blink of an eye just by the issuing of a few decrees from above. Only through the
conscious action of the working masses in city and country can it be brought to life, only through the
people's highest intellectual maturity and inexhaustible idealism can it be brought safely through all
storms and find its way to port.[45]

Despite the criticism, Lenin praised Luxemburg after her death as an "eagle" of the working class:

But in spite of her mistakes she was—and remains for us—an eagle. And not only will communists all over the world cherish her memory, but
her biography and her complete works (the publication of which the German communists are inordinately delaying, which can only be partly
excused by the tremendous losses they are suffering in their severe struggle) will serve as useful manuals for training many generations of
communists all over the world. 'Since 4 August 1914, German Social-Democracy has been a stinking corpse'—this statement will make Rosa
Luxemburg's name famous in the history of the international working class movement.[46]

Trotsky also publicly mourned Luxemburg's death, writing:

We have suffered two heavy losses at once which merge into one enormous bereavement. There have been struck down from our ranks two
leaders whose names will be for ever entered in the great book of the proletarian revolution: Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg. They have
perished. They have been killed. They are no longer with us![47]

In later years, Trotsky frequently defended Luxemburg, claiming that Joseph Stalin had vilified her.[6] In the article Hands Off Rosa Luxemburg! Trotsky
criticized Stalin for this, despite what Trotsky perceived as Luxemburg's theoretical errors. "Yes, Stalin has sufficient cause to hate Rosa Luxemburg. But all the
more imperious therefore becomes our duty to shield Rosa's memory from Stalin's calumny that has been caught by the hired functionaries of both hemispheres,
and to pass on this truly beautiful, heroic, and tragic image to the young generations of the proletariat in all its grandeur and inspirational force."[48]

Luxemburg's best-known quotation Freiheit ist immer nur Freiheit des anders Denkenden (Sometimes translated Freedom is always the
freedom of dissenters.) is an excerpt from the following passage:

Freedom only for the supporters of the government, only for the members of a party – however numerous they may be – is no freedom at all.
Freedom is always the freedom of the one who thinks differently. Not because of the fanaticism of "justice", but rather because all that is
instructive, wholesome, and purifying in political freedom depends on this essential characteristic, and its effects cease to work when "freedom"
becomes a privilege.[49]

The capitalist state of society is doubtless a historic necessity, but so also is the revolt of the working class against it – the revolt of its
gravediggers. (April 1915)
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 life, in which only the bureaucracy remains as the active element.[50]

For us there is no minimal and no maximal program; socialism is one and the same thing: this is the minimum we have to realize today.[51]

Today, we face the choice exactly as Friedrich Engels foresaw it a generation ago: either the triumph of imperialism and the collapse of all
civilization as in ancient Rome, depopulation, desolation, degeneration – a great cemetery. Or the victory of socialism, that means the
conscious active struggle of the international proletariat against imperialism and its method of war.[52]

Most of those bourgeois women who act like lionesses in the struggle against "male prerogatives" would trot like docile lambs in the camp of
conservative and clerical reaction if they had suffrage.[53] (Luxemburg's famous observation and critique of liberal feminism)
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Luxemburg's last known words, written on the evening of her murder, were about her belief in the masses, and
about what she saw as the inevitability of a triumphant revolution:

The contradiction between the powerful, decisive, aggressive offensive of the Berlin masses on
the one hand and the indecisive, half-hearted vacillation of the Berlin leadership on the other is
the mark of this latest episode. The leadership failed. But a new leadership can and must be
created by the masses and from the masses. The masses are the crucial factor. They are the rock
on which the ultimate victory of the revolution will be built. The masses were up to the
challenge, and out of this "defeat" they have forged a link in the chain of historic defeats, which
is the pride and strength of international socialism. That is why future victories will spring from
this "defeat."

"Order prevails in Berlin!" You foolish lackeys! Your "order" is built on sand. Tomorrow the
revolution will "rise up again, clashing its weapons," and to your horror it will proclaim with
trumpets blazing: I was, I am, I shall be![54]

The Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution notes that idolization of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebnecht is an important tradition of German far-
left extremism.[3] Luxemburg and Liebnecht were idolized as communist martyrs by the East German communist regime, and they are still idolized by the East
German communist party's successor party Die Linke.[3]

In the former East Germany and East Berlin, various places were named for Luxemburg by the East German communist party. These include the Rosa-
Luxemburg-Platz and a U-Bahn station which were located in East Berlin during the Cold War. The engraving on the nearby pavement reads Ich war, ich bin,
ich werde sein (I was, I am, I will be).

Dresden has a street and streetcar stop named after Rosa Luxemburg. The Volksbühne (People's Theatre) is on
Rosa-Luxemburg-Platz. The names remained unchanged after the German reunification.

During the Polish People's Republic, in Warsaw's Wola district, a manufacturing facility of electric lamps was
established and named after Róża Luksemburg (Polish for Rosa Luxemburg).

In 1919, Bertolt Brecht wrote the poetic memorial Epitaph honouring Rosa Luxemburg, and in 1928, Kurt
Weill set it to music in The Berlin Requiem:

Red Rosa now has vanished too. (...) 
She told the poor what life is about, 
And so the rich have rubbed her out. 
May she rest in peace.

The British New Left historian Isaac Deutscher wrote of Luxemburg: "In her assassination Hohenzollern Germany celebrated its last triumph and Nazi
Germany its first".

Opponents of Marxism, however, had a very different interpretation of Luxemburg's murder. Anti-communist Russian refugees occasionally expressed envy for
the Freikorps' success in defeating the Spartacus League. In a 1922 conversation with Count Harry Kessler, one such refugee lamented:

Infamous, that fifteen thousand Russian officers should have let themselves be slaughtered by the Revolution without raising a hand in self-
defense! Why didn't they act like the Germans, who killed Rosa Luxemburg in such a way that not even a smell of her has remained?[55]

There is also a monument in Luxembourg for "Lady Rosa", done by Sanja Iveković.

In Barcelona there are terraced gardens named in her honor. In Madrid there is a street and several public schools and associations named after Rosa
Luxemburg (Rosa Luxemburgo). Other Spanish cities including Gijón, Getafe or Arganda del Rey have streets named after her.

At the edge of the Tiergarten, on the Katharina-Heinroth-Ufer, which runs between the southern bank of the Landwehr Canal and the bordering Zoologischer
Garten (Zoological Garden), a memorial has been installed by a private initiative. On the memorial, the name "Rosa Luxemburg" appears in raised capital
letters, marking the spot where her body was thrown into the canal by Freikorps troops.

Rosa Luxemburg memorial at the
site where she was thrown—either
dead or alive—into the Landwehr
Canal, Berlin
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The famous Monument to Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht, originally named Monument to the November Revolution [Revolutionsdenkmal] (Berlin-
Lichtenberg,[56] built 1926, destroyed 1935), was designed by pioneering modernist and later Bauhaus director Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. The memorial took
the form of a 'suprematist' composition of brick masses. Van der Rohe said, "As most of these people [Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht, other fallen heroes of
the revolution] were shot in front of a brick wall, a brick wall would be what I would build as a monument". The commission came about through the offices of
Eduard Fuchs, who showed a proposal featuring Doric columns and medallions of Liebknecht and Luxemburg, prompting Mies' laughter and the comment
"That would be a good monument for a banker". The monument was destroyed by the Nazis after they took power.

Two small international networks based on her political thought characterize themselves as "Luxemburgists" : Communist Democracy (Luxemburgist), founded
in 2005, and the International Luxemburgist Network, founded in 2008.

Feminists and Trotskyists, as well as leftists in Germany, especially show interest in Luxemburg's ideas. Distinguished modern Marxist thinkers such as Ernest
Mandel, who has even been characterised as "Luxemburgist", have seen Luxemburg's thought as a corrective to revolutionary theory.[57] In 2002 ten thousand
people marched in Berlin for Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht and another 90,000 people laid carnations on their graves.[58]

Due to Rosa Luxemburg's importance in the development of theories of Marxist-Humanist thought, the role of democracy and mass action to achieve
international socialism, as a pioneering feminist and as a martyr to her cause, she has become a minor iconic figure,[59][60] celebrated with references in
popular culture.

Famous Bulgarian writer, Hristo Smirnenski, who praised the communist ideology, wrote the
poem "Rosa Luxemburg" in tribute to Rosa Luxemburg in the early 1920s in Sofia, Bulgaria.
Rosa Luxemburg (1986, German: Die Geduld der Rosa Luxemburg), directed by Margarethe von
Trotta. The film, which stars Barbara Sukowa as Luxemburg, was the winner of the Best Actress
Award at the 1986 Cannes Film Festival.
In 1992, the Quebec painter Jean-Paul Riopelle realized a fresco composed of thirty paintings
entitled Tribute to Rosa Luxemburg. It is on permanent display at the National Museum of Fine
Arts of Quebec in Quebec City.
Rosa Luxemburg influences the lives of several characters in William T. Vollmann's 2005
historical fiction Europe Central.
Rainer Werner Fassbinder was planning a film on Luxemburg at the time of his death in 1982,
and was said to want Jane Fonda for the lead.
In 2010, French songwriter Claire Diterzi created a musical Rosa la Rouge (Rosa the Red),
inspired by the life of Rosa Luxemburg.
Rosa, a novel by Jonathan Rabb (2005), gives a fictional account of the events leading to
Luxemburg's murder.
British math-rock band The Murder of Rosa Luxemburg took their name from the infamous
event.
The heroine in the Burger's Daughter novel (1979), by Nadine Gordimer, is named Rosa Burger in homage to Luxemburg.
Harry Turtledove's Southern Victory series of alternate history novels contains an American socialist politician character named Flora
Hamburger, in an obvious reference to the real historical personage of Rosa Luxemburg.
Simon Louvish's 1994 alternate history novel, The Resurrections (from Four Walls Eight Windows, a revision of Resurrections from the
Dustbin of History: A Political Fantasy), had Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht avoid death, their revolution becoming reality in 1923,
when a failed Reichstag coup by Gregor and Otto Strasser (plotted by the Black Reichswehr's Bruno Ernst Buchrucker) killed Gustav
Stresemann, Wilhelm Cuno, Hans von Seeckt, and 17 deputies, followed by the Marxists creating a "Berlin Commune" whose squads
executed the Strassers and any Nazis not already in exile, the Reichswehr then disarming the Freikorps, accepting a German Soviet
Republic's legitimacy, with Liebknecht as Minister of the Interior.

The pet tortoise at Balliol College, Oxford was named in honour of Rosa Luxemburg. She went missing in the spring 2004.[61][62]

A song on the 1997 album of the Russian rock band Mumiy Troll, Morskaya, is titled Роза Люксембург (Rosa Luxemburg).
Langston Hughes alludes to her death in the poem "Kids Who Die" in the line "Or the rivers where you're drowned like Liebknecht."
Rosa Luxemburg appears in Karl and Rosa, a novel by Alfred Döblin.
She appears in the novel Time and Time Again by Ben Elton.

Red Rosa is a graphic novelization by Kate Evans.[63]

Luxemburg is mentioned in season five, episode 2 of the original UK edition of the TV show Downton Abbey by the character Robert
Crawley, Earl of Grantham, in the line "So every time we entertain we must invite this tin-pot Rosa Luxemburg?"
In 2010, Raqs Media Collective included Rosa Luxemburg's critique of global political economy as part of their video narrative "The Capital
of Accumulation"[64] (reversed title of Luxemburg's 1913 book The Accumulation of Capital).
In 2012, Rengha Rodewill Photography, Text: (in German) Einblicke – Künstlerische - Literarische - Politische. The sculptor Ingeborg
Hunzinger. With letters from Rosa Luxemburg.
During the 2016 United States Presidential Election, an internet meme was created called "Bernie killed Rosa (Luxemburg)", referencing the
fact that Social Democrats, of which Bernie Sanders is a prominent politician, arranged for the assassination of Rosa Luxemburg.[65]

On 29 May 2009, Spiegel online, the internet branch of the news magazine Der Spiegel, reported the recently considered possibility that someone else's remains
had mistakenly been identified as Luxemburg's and buried as hers.[26]

In popular culture and literature

Stencil graffiti of Rosa Luxemburg on
a portion of the Berlin Wall on display
in Potsdamer Platz in Berlin. The title
reads "I am a terrorist."

Corpse identification controversy
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The forensic pathologist Michael Tsokos, head of the Institute of Legal Medicine and Forensic Sciences at the
Berlin Charité, discovered a preserved corpse lacking head, feet, or hands, in the cellar of the Charité's medical
history museum. He found the corpse's autopsy report suspicious and decided to perform a CT scan on the remains.
The body showed signs of having been waterlogged at some point, and the scans showed that it was the body of a
woman of 40–50 years of age who suffered from osteoarthritis and had legs of differing length. At the time of her
murder, Rosa Luxemburg was 47 years old and suffering from a congenital dislocation of the hip that caused her
legs to have different lengths. A laboratory in Kiel also tested the corpse using radiocarbon dating techniques and
confirmed that it dated from the same period as Luxemburg's murder.

The original autopsy, performed on 13 June 1919 on the body that was eventually buried at Friedrichsfelde,
showed certain inconsistencies that supported Tsokos' hypothesis. The autopsy explicitly noted an absence of hip
damage, and stated that there was no evidence that the legs were of different lengths. Additionally, the autopsy
showed no traces on the upper skull of the two blows by rifle butt inflicted upon Luxemburg. Finally, while the
1919 examiners noted a hole in the corpse's head between left eye and ear, they did not find an exit wound or the
presence of a bullet within the skull.

Assistant pathologist Paul Fraenckel appeared to doubt at the time that the corpse he had examined was Rosa
Luxemburg's and, in a signed addendum, distanced himself from his colleague's conclusions. This addendum and the inconsistencies between the autopsy report
and the known facts persuaded Tsokos to examine the remains more closely. According to eyewitnesses, when Luxemburg's body was thrown into the canal,
weights were wired to her ankles and wrists. These could have slowly severed her extremities in the months her corpse spent in the water, which would explain
the missing hands and feet issue.[26]

Tsokos realized that DNA testing was the best way to confirm or deny the identity of the body as Luxemburg's. His team had initially hoped to find traces of the
DNA on old postage stamps that Luxemburg had licked, but it transpired that Luxemburg had never done this, preferring to moisten stamps with a damp cloth.
The examiners decided to look for a surviving blood relative, and in July 2009, the German Sunday newspaper Bild am Sonntag reported that a great-niece of
Rosa Luxemburg had been located—a 79-year-old woman named Irene Borde. She donated strands of her hair for DNA comparison.[66]

In December 2009, Berlin authorities seized the corpse to perform an autopsy before burying it in Luxemburg's
grave.[67] The Berlin Public Prosecutor's office announced in late December 2009 that while there were indications
that the corpse was Rosa Luxemburg's, there was not enough evidence to provide conclusive proof. In particular, DNA
extracted from the hair of Luxemburg's niece did not match that belonging to the cadaver. Tsokos had earlier said that
the chances of a match were only 40%. The remains were to be buried at an undisclosed location, while testing was to
continue on tissue samples.[68]
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3. Line Löwenstein

28. Icko Szyff

14. Nuchym Szyff

29. Ruchla

7. Fejga Bejla Szyff

30. Wolf

15. Rejzla

31. Cyna

The Accumulation of Capital, translated by Agnes Schwarzschild in 1951. Routledge Classics edition, 2003. Originally published as Die
Akkumulation des Kapitals in 1913.
The Accumulation of Capital: an Anticritique, written in 1915.
Gesammelte Werke (Collected Works), 5 volumes, Berlin 1970–1975.
Gesammelte Briefe (Collected Letters), 6 volumes, Berlin 1982–1997.
Politische Schriften (Political Writings), edited and with preface by Ossip K. Flechtheim, 3 volumes, Frankfurt am Main 1966 ff.
The Complete Works of Rosa Luxemburg, 14 volumes, London and New York 2011.
The Rosa Luxemburg Reader, eds. Peter Hudis & Kevin B. Anderson.
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The Mass Strike, the Political Party and the Trade Unions 1906 English

The National Question 1909 English

Theory & Practice 1910 English

The Accumulation of Capital 1913 English

The Accumulation of Capital: An Anti-Critique 1915 English

The Junius Pamphlet 1915 English

The Russian Revolution 1918 English

The Russian Tragedy 1918 English

Speech Year Transcript

Speeches to Stuttgart Congress 1898 English

Speech to the Hanover Congress 1899 English

Speech to the Nuremberg Congress of the German Social Democratic Party 1908 English
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