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Abstract 
This article insists upon the current relevance of Rosa Luxemburg's thought. Luxemburg 
had a sensibility ahead of her time and, faithful to her dreams of revolutionary change, 
she searched for an open society. This leftist revolutionary did not believe in the 
contingency of individual freedom. Instead, she argued for movement and development 
over time as a perpetual objective of the globalized masses. Luxemburg sought a new 
type of socialism and even a new way of thinking. The basic idea of her political 
conception was the opening of the revolutionary horizon, a willingness to learn new 
things. Thus, she learned from classical economics and, at the same time, she was able 
to criticize them. Luxemburg anticipated many current economic theories that enable 
us to understand the contemporary crisis. Finally, some conclusions are drawn, taking 
stock of Luxemburg's theories and life. 
 
Resumé: 
Cet article reconnait la pertinence et l’actualité de la pensée de Rosa Luxemburg. 
Luxemburg avait une sensibilité en avance sur son temps et, fidèle à ses rêves de 
transformation révolutionnaire, elle cherchait une société ouverte. Cette 
révolutionnaire de gauche n’a pas cru à la contingence de la liberté individuelle et a 
suggéré que le mouvement et le développement dans le temps étaient un objectif 
permanent des masses mondialisées. Luxemburg cherchait un nouveau socialisme et 
même une nouvelle manière de penser. L’idée de base de sa conception politique était 
l’ouverture de l’horizon révolutionnaire et une volonté d’apprendre de nouvelles 
choses. Ainsi, elle a appris de l’économie classique tout en montrant en même temps sa 
capacité à les critiquer. Luxemburg a anticipé plusieurs théories économiques 
d’aujourd’hui qui nous permettent de comprendre la crise actuelle. En fin, quelques 
conclusions sont tirées, faisant le point des théories et de la vie de Luxemburg. 
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Recently, Rosa Luxemburg’s thought has become especially relevant. For 
instance, the current economic crisis may be explained through the 
Luxemburgian thesis. According to Luxemburg, stock market or housing 
bubbles are a consequence of the fact that capitalism is not aimed at 
satisfying needs. Rather, its only aim is to create value: not to produce 
consumer products, but to make profit perpetually. The system creates 
great inequality, hunger and the relative dominance of speculative or 
financial economics. It is based on unemployment or unstable employment, 
militarism, the control of public opinion and the loss of citizens’ decision-
making capacities and ability to participate in shaping a desirable future. 
 Moreover, recent imperialist wars, such as those in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, have made the figure of Luxemburg current again. Her 
antimilitarism was a key element of her thought: she opposed the First 
World War and she was co-opted by movements in the 60’s and 70’s as an 
emblem, especially as a critic of the Vietnam War.  Although this may seem 
strange with an internationalist author, antiglobalization movements have 
used Luxemburg’s image1. Luxemburg argued that capital gain is only 
possible if we include consumers external to the capitalist system: the time 
will come when the extension of capitalism will make this system 
unfeasible and, if all the world is capitalist, the final crisis will occur and 
the system will be replaced with a truly international one, in the good 
sense of the word.  
 Finally, Rosa Luxemburg has been in the news again: according to 
German authorities, the remains found in the forensic Institute of Berlin 
have led to the exhumation of a beheaded corpse which could be the 
remains of the assassinated revolutionary. It seems that the body buried 
the year of her assassination was not hers: it lacked the hip defect that she 

                                                 
1
 See Drainville (2005), Slavin (2006) or Löwy (2009). Schütrumpf (2007) regards Luxemburg as 

highly modern and relevant today; she is increasingly popular with globalization critics, 
particularly in Latin America. In the 1980s critics of globalization on the left saw it as a new 
form of imperialism that relies on economic domination rather than direct military conquest. 
Thus, anti-imperialists began to focus on opposing globalization, and they contributed to giving 
birth to the present-day antiglobalization movement. In Germany, where there is a resurgence 
of interest in Marxism, Luxemburg also looks ripe for a renaissance.  
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suffered, with one leg longer than the other.2 Subsequent tests have 
determined that the corpse found recently was that of a woman between 
forty and fifty years of age, who had suffered from osteoarthritis and 
whose legs were of different lengths. The previous corpse lacked the rifle 
butt blows that Luxemburg received on the head or the shot in the head 
that is supposed to have caused her death. Conversely, the body found in 
Berlin shows obvious signs of drowning, according to Der Spiegel, with 
missing extremities since weights were tied to Luxemburg’s hands and feet 
before she was thrown into the canal: when the water froze, the limbs 
would have separated. 
 However, Rosa Luxemburg refused to go through life acting like a 
victim, and we are not going to victimize her. Perhaps avoiding that 
victimization was the key to avoiding discrimination as a woman – 
certainly, being a woman did not hurt her as much, for instance, as her hip 
defect. That does not mean that her sex was not a constraint on her activity 
and to disseminating her ideas. It took another woman, Joan Robinson, who 
in 1951 published Rosa Luxemburg’s most well-known book, The 
Accumulation of Capital, to admit in a fifteen-page introduction that she 
was the first to study an economic subject as important as the inducement-
to-invest. Luxemburg created a theory of capitalism’s dynamic 
development, anticipating twentieth century growth models by 
emphasizing the growth of effective demand (Trincado 2001).  
 In this article, we seek to demonstrate Luxemburg’s far-sighted 
sensibility and, defying any tendencies to victimize her, we emphasize her 
current relevance. As a dialectic materialist, practice and theory was for 
her one and the same; her own life and political struggles are perfectly 
coherent with her theory.  She faced life and resisted, struggling against the 
‘givens’ of nationalism, bureaucratized union and party politics, and the 
supposed inevitability of capitalism: this was her work of art. Luxemburg 
remained faithful to her dreams of a revolutionary change, searching for an 
open society and fighting against the endogamy she found in her way. In so 
doing, she created a new concept of alienation. Luxemburg emphasized 
movement and development in time as a perpetual objective of the 
globalized masses. At the same time, Luxemburg proposed an open 

                                                 
2
 When she was two years old, Luxemburg fell ill and doctors diagnosed tuberculosis, which 

proved to be a hip inflammation that was not correctly treated. As a result, the joint did not fit 
well and Rosa walked with a slight limp for the rest of her life. In the course of time, that limp 
was to make it easier for the police to identify her every time she took part in demonstrations 
and when she was forced to flee. 
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economic theory that anticipated many concepts mobilized to understand 
the current economic crisis. Finally, some conclusions shall be drawn, 
taking stock of Luxemburg's theories and life. 
 
Against Endogamy 
As a child in the little Polish town of Zamosc, Rosa Luxemburg showed 
herself to be an idealist; she dreamt of a revolutionary change: 'My ideal is 
a world where I could love everybody in peace. In pursuit of that goal, 
maybe once I will need to learn how to hate' (Seidemann 2002, 9). She 
wrote this inscription in 1887, when she was seventeen years old, on the 
back of a photo she gave to a classmate for high school graduation.  
 Her studies acquainted her with the writings of Adam Smith and 
other moral philosophers, and her bent led her to radical writers, such as 
Marx and Engels. While still a student, she became actively involved in 
politics. There, in her twenties, she met Leo Jogiches, a twenty three-year-
old political organizer. He trained her in revolutionary practice. However, 
they had differences in their understanding of revolutionary organization 
and their relationship suffered under the strain of Luxemburg’s 
professional success. Professional life finally won and Jogiches and 
Luxemburg separated when she finished The Accumulation of Capital 
(Frölich 1972). 
 Although Jogiches did not accompany Luxemburg, her idealism did 
and she always sought the advent of that Utopian world in which 'our 
worlds will not be reduced to searching for the property of our home as we 
will feel the whole world as our home' (Luxemburg 1914, 4-5). To the end, 
she followed her libertarian principles and, although she defended social 
revolution, she also displayed a spark of genius at the outbreak of the first 
Russian revolution when she became indignant at how it was unfolding. 
This is because Rosa Luxemburg defended a Mensch, a ‘true human being’ 
with an open mind, very different from that of her male comrades. From 
prison, she wrote: 'Being a true human being means happily throwing 
one’s life “on fate’s great scale” if necessary, but, at the same time, enjoying 
every bright day and every beautiful cloud. Oh, I can’t write out a 
prescription for being a true human being' (Luxemburg to Emanuel and 
Mathilde Wurm, 12/28/16, in Luxemburg (1993, 173)).  
 Luxemburg searched for openness in theory and practice, fighting 
against the endogamy she found in her life (Trincado 2004). For instance, 
although Marxist scholars typically understate Luxemburg’s involvement 
in feminism, Luxemburg sought to collaborate with women’s liberation 
movements and defended the role of women in revolution.  Though it was 
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not strange for socialist women to distrust women’s suffrage (as was the 
case in Spain with Victoria Kent), Rosa Luxemburg called for women’s 
suffrage, linking it at all times with the broader issue of general liberation. 
Her friendship with Clara Zetkin, founder of the women’s liberation 
movement as a mass labour movement, was crucial. However, Zetkin 
decided to focus on organizing women, while Luxemburg extended her 
range of interests. In a situation of general oppression, her concerns could 
not be centered only on women. But Luxemburg helped the women’s 
movement by collaborating with the journal Equality, which was edited by 
Zetkin. In 1907, she participated in the International Conference of 
Socialist Women and stressed the importance of women having their own 
voice heard (Dunayevskaya 1982). She knew well about being doomed to 
remain silent: although she was the editor of the social democrat journal, 
when she arrived in Germany in 1898 she found that the male members of 
the party were not willing to grant her the same powers they had allowed 
her male predecessor. Her complaints to Bebel did not improve the 
situation and shortly afterwards she resigned, although she did not make 
this issue a part of what was then called the ‘women’s question’. In party 
controversies, when disagreement with the core of the orthodox 
leadership of Bebel and Karl Kautsky emerged in 1910-11, the latter spoke 
with a special sarcasm that no male opponent would have had to endure. 
Finally, members of the socialist party tried to limit her work to the 
women’s question. However, she emphatically refused to let herself be 
classified. 
 Luxemburg also faced and rejected the endogamy of nationalism. In 
her thesis The Industrial Development of Poland, for which she was awarded 
a PhD in Philosophy and Law from the University of Zurich in 1897, she 
criticized nationalistic reconcentration (Luxemburg 1977). In 1772, Poland 
fell under Russian domination. There were several Polish insurrections that 
were bloodily repressed. Only following the Treaty of Versailles after the 
First World War, was Poland made independent. In her thesis, Luxemburg 
demonstrated that Russian Poland had become so dependent on the 
Russian market that the political demands for independence were 
unrealistic. Her opposition to the independence of Poland was not very 
popular among the nationalistic Polish Socialists. The fact that she objected 
to the self-determination of Poland could only lead to her isolation from the 
socialist Party, as Lenin shows (1963a, 1963b, 1963c, 1963d, 1963e). Some 
Party comrades, she claimed, used to say that a woman’s place was in the 
home. But, in fact, as Cliff (1960) remarks, in the final analysis, by not 
supporting Polish independence Luxemburg was following the spirit of 
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Marx and Engels. The latter defended Polish independence because they 
sought internationalism. Luxemburg criticized Polish independence, but for 
the same reason.  

 Like Marx and Engels, Luxemburg did not want to accept an 
absolute criterion for judging the struggles for national independence. In 
1848, Marx and Engels thought that the enemies of the democratic 
revolutions were Czarist Russia and the Austria of the Hapsburg dynasty. 
The independence of Poland might create a barrier to both. But over time, 
Czarist Russia began to totter, and in Russia a socialist revolution was 
taking place. At that moment, there was no influential social force in Poland 
interested in national independence. Since internal Polish forces could not 
achieve independence, the support of an imperialistic power would be 
necessary. In addition, neither Poles nor Russians could topple the Czar by 
themselves, so the only solution was the unity of Polish and Russian 
workers. Consequently, at that historic moment, Luxemburg argued that 
Polish independence was not a progressive force. 

 But Rosa Luxemburg also faced the endogamy of unions. Her clash 
with unions began when Reform or Revolution was published in 1900 
(Luxemburg 1937), a short essay condemning revisionist theories of 
Marx's texts and the theories of her peers, such as Eduard Bernstein 
(1923). Although they were Marxists, adherents of revisionist theories 
believed that capitalism had more survival potential than Marx supposed 
and argued that it could be modified to obtain a redistribution of income 
and wealth. They defended reform brought about through constant 
pressure by the unions and cooperatives of producers and consumers. 
Against this, Rosa Luxemburg asserted that a possible evolutionary route to 
socialism was a renunciation of socialism, since the system of wage-earning 
work would still exist. To claim that capitalism will not collapse is to say 
that socialism is not historically necessary, thereby thwarting the hopes of 
Marxism and suggesting the feasibility of a permanently alienated reality. 
Finally, and more importantly, Rosa Luxemburg affirmed that Marx, and the 
classic economists before him, had demonstrated that redistribution laws 
do not achieve social improvement: low wages depend on unavoidable 
economic factors, not on human laws. These can even create a resistance to 
change that harms workers as a whole, although in the short term it 
benefits particular workers.3 

                                                 
3
 Through the early 1900s Luxemburg was engaged in a continuous struggle from the left 

against a reformist current in the German SPD; she was concerned about bureaucratization 
and control by right wing elements of the trade union movement (see Frolich (1972, 74-76), 
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 Later, Rosa Luxemburg also had to fight against the endogamy of the 
Party. After the Russian Revolution of 1905 (a trial run for the one in 1917), 
Luxemburg moved to Poland, where the issues more typical of her thought, 
like the question of working class spontaneism and organization, were 
paramount. In the revolution, the organization of everything became 
fundamental, and the administration gave signs of wanting to increase the 
power of trade union leaders in the party, a conservative force in 
Luxemburg’s view. She saw spontaneity as the revolutionary way of 
opposing this union bureaucracy, arguing that revolutionary action must 
imply a real movement of the masses and not of the narrow framework of 
the Social-Democratic Party and of the union apparatus. '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' (The Russian 
Revolution 1922, in Waters (1970, 389)). Not only was union leadership 
conservative but, in addition, it was only concerned with organized 
workers, not with non-organized ones, from the so-called lumpen 
proletariat (the poorest urban layers excluded from the direct production 
process) to artists, who are as revolutionary as the proletariat, in 
Luxemburg’s view. For Luxemburg, the unions’ only purpose should be as 
midwife to the emergence of workers’ revolutionary conscience. 
 Later, Luxemburg would break with Kautsky when she wrote The 
Mass Strike, the Party and Trade Unions, where she not only questioned the 
union leadership but also the relationship between Marxist leadership and 
spontaneity (Luxemburg 1907). The proletariat of a backward country, 
Russia, had shown itself to be more advanced than the workers of the 
technically advanced countries, which should have slowly accumulated 
experience over the years. Spontaneity not only meant instinctive action 
against conscious political direction, but a driving force and a moderating 
influence. 'In short, in the mass strike in Russia, the element of spontaneity 
plays such a predominant part, not because the Russian proletariat is 
“uneducated” but because revolutions do not allow anyone to play the 
schoolmaster with them' (quoted in Hudis and Anderson 2004, 198). Rosa 
Luxemburg elaborated a revolutionary strategy, but with special emphasis 
on the intellectual development of the proletariat, seen as an unlimited and 

                                                                                                                                  
and Hudis and Anderson (2004, 168-199)). She continued her struggle against unions in 
Luxemburg (1906;1907). 
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long-lasting resource, and therefore as the most precious contribution to 
the revolution.4 
 Finally, Rosa Luxemburg also looked for “openness” in the world of 
knowledge. In 1907, the German Social Democratic Party (the SPD) 
founded a school in Berlin and Luxemburg became a teacher of political 
economy. She enjoyed teaching the subject so much that she began to write 
a book based on her classes, Introduction to Political Economy. The book is 
not complete, since many of its chapters are lost, but it was published 
posthumously in 1925. During the production of this elementary Marxian 
text, Luxemburg encountered insoluble difficulties with Marx's work and 
model. As Nye (1994, 228) points out, Luxemburg's criticism of Marx's 
framework for capital accumulation shows a specific understanding of the 
problem of knowledge. For Luxemburg, only human commitment permits a 
coherent grasp of social reality. Frameworks can be written down, but 
there is no reason to think that they represent reality unless formulas are 
constantly referred back to experience. Knowledge may be stored in the 
form of representations, but to retain relevance requires active and 
ongoing engagement with the changing physical and social reality. In this 
sense, the process is open-ended, giving rise to a not yet completed 
universal system of immutable truths.  
 
A New Concept of Alienation 
As argued in Trincado (2004, 250-251), the aim of all this spontaneism and 
search for openness was to achieve liberation from alienation. But, 
Luxemburg’s understanding of alienation differed from Marx’s, perhaps in 
part because of her experiences as a woman. Alienation has been defined 
as the product of an activity splitting away from the activity itself and 
ending up controlling it, so that the agent does not see himself in the 
activity. But, in the final analysis, what do philosophers of alienation seek? 
Rosa Luxemburg’s answered: they seek the opening to the deep, free 
unalienated ego, from which spontaneous action and creativity emerges. A 
new form of socialism emerged from the perspective of the deep ego that 
was largely critical of Stalinism. This socialism proposed to break 
                                                 
4
 We must say that, in spite of her spontaneist theory, Rosa Luxemburg was not denying the 

difficulties of organization that the revolutionaries faced in opposing an absolutist regime. 
What she objected to was making a virtue of necessity and then turning it into a real principle. 
She called this concept of organization “ultracentralist”. It was necessary, she said, to rethink 
the concept of permanent revolution, linking it to the independent and direct action of the 
masses, without losing hope of achieving an organization that enabled the revolution to be a 
success.  
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alienation by seeking Husserl’s living present, an approach that goes 
beyond representative thought, opposes the oblivion of being, and is based 
on a concept of objectivity that thwarts current relativism and post-
modernist philosophy. It is a ‘present’ in which reality is revealed and, as 
her experiences in prison suggest, it is presence understood as a gift. This 
present has a lot to do with poetry and the arts.  
 Art captivated Luxemburg: she worked as a literary columnist and 
even painted (Luxemburg 1981). In painting, she thought that depth and 
perspective were the most difficult elements to express. In literature she 
had a taste for classical writing but also loved the popular, realist, anti-
Utopian authors engaged with the problems of society. To Luxemburg, they 
showed reality with simplicity and elegance and aroused feelings of 
indignation, compassion or affection in the reading process. Writing itself 
has to emerge every day from the feelings of the moment, in order to find 
the proper words that will touch others' hearts and express enthusiasm at 
every moment (Seidemann 2002, 75). That applies to political writings, as 
well: as Nettl points out, the gutless state of Party journalism was obvious 
to Rosa Luxemburg. 'I do not like the way party affairs are written up... 
everything so conventional, so wooden, so repetitive' (Nettl (1966, 147): 
Seidel letters, Nº 1 (15), Berlin, 23 June 1898). She promised herself not to 
forget that, in political writing, it is absolutely necessary to perceive the 
importance and truth of the whole text. Literature should be read in a true-
life predisposition, to arrive at each conclusion through a personal path of 
reflection. In particular, for Luxemburg, literature must be, and is, an 
expression of the philosophy of history and, in this way, could inspire 
revolutionary feelings to well up from the depths of memory and 
encourage the liberation of the proletarian aesthetic sensibility, worn down 
by work (Luxemburg 1981, 43).  
 Luxemburg defended a liberation of the masses via clear thinking 
within a luminous existence, where art, language, bureaucracy, fear and 
power do not extinguish life in all its different shapes. In her stay in prison 
from 1914 to 1918, she wrote very revealing letters. They show a warm 
woman, without resentment, passionate about life, who found pleasure in 
looking at a flower, who tenderly described a flock of birds in the park or 
was fascinated by geology and poetry, by light and shadows. Experiences in 
life could be cruel or happy, but Luxemburg always lived without fear, not 
even fearing death. Maybe she was finally able to answer her own literary 
question about a Tolstoi story: before dying, Ivan Ilich achieved a luminous 
conscience that allowed him to conquer his fear of death and physical pain. 
About this, Luxemburg asked: 'Could that (experience) be better defined? 
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How have you interpreted it?' (Letter to Konstantin Zetkin, 6 August 1909 
in Luxemburg (1981, 175)). There is another heartwarming fragment from 
a letter from prison to Sophie Liechknecht. Luxemburg thought finding a 
butterfly, which had been desperately beating its wings against the 
window pane for two or three days, an incredible experience. It only 
showed by the slight movement of its wings that it was alive: 
 

Involuntarily, I spoke out loud to the butterfly, saying, ‘Just listen how merrily 
the bird is singing; you must take heart, too, and come to life again!’ I could not 
help laughing at myself for speaking like this to a half-dead butterfly, and I 
thought: 'You are wasting your breath!’ But I wasn’t, for in about half an hour 
the little creature really revived; after moving about for a while, it was able to 
flutter slowly away. I was so delighted at his rescue! (Wroncke, May 1917; 
Luxemburg (1969, 33-4). 

 
The Movement and the Ego 
As Haug (1992) observes, Luxemburg's vocabulary always refers to 
movement, to masses in perpetual change, gathering together and moving 
forward, active and hopeful, creators and victims of their own history, open 
to the continuous fluidity of passing time. 'In general, the political tactics of 
social democracy is not something that may “be invented”. It is the product 
of a series of great creative acts of the often spontaneous class struggle 
seeking its way forward' (Luxemburg 1971, 100-2). In her writing, 
Luxemburg rejected sterile habit and inertia. Moreover, Luxemburg did not 
believe in the contingency of individual freedom. In her thought, the search 
for real freedom was related to the idea of ‘the whole’, based on Hegel's 
philosophy. 'The true subject to whom this role of director falls is the 
collective ego of the working class, which insists on its right to make its 
own mistakes and to learn the historical dialectic by itself' (Luxemburg 
1972, 306). Luxemburg fought against the idea of an isolated subjective ego 
(see, for instance, Luxemburg (1971, 300)). The subjectivists themselves 
described this ego as reactive or passive: it opposes the reality beyond 
itself instead of acting freely in a communicative unity or totality. For 
Luxemburg, seeking mass liberation under conditions of Marxian historical 
necessity negates tendencies towards personalization and hero worship. 
Instead, the scope of the ego is amplified, beyond the personal will to 
include the collective whole. The ego itself is only developed in time. 
 Lukács (1968, 27-45) pointed out that Luxemburg’s approach 
allowed greater openness and receptiveness to the non-organized masses 
and to new ways of spontaneous organization. Participation and the 
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masses' own initiative is the irreplaceable source of new ways of struggling 
against power and against the bureaucratization of political movements. 
Only experience is capable of correcting and opening new paths, 
Luxemburg (1972, 246) says. In this sense, the masses alone can provide 
new organizational and representative methods, which cannot be foreseen 
by a central bureau understood as a separate corpus distinguished from 
the unorganized mass. Given intellectuals’ thirst for power, Luxemburg 
saw this undemocratic organizational conception as the greatest danger for 
Russian Social Democracy and for Lenin's theory (Luxemburg 1971, 302). 
For her, the arrival of communism had to be based on historical necessity, 
not on the voluntary action of social democratic politics. Conversely, 
Lenin's organization was rooted in a subject-based theory in which the 
Socialist Party was to play the decisive role, and opportunities would 
emerge from the Party’s actions.5 
 Therefore, although mass action is normally associated with a lack 
of control, for Luxemburg the spontaneity of the masses is not a state of 
anarchy. It is a non-directed, undisciplined, and in this respect self-
conscious, response by the masses to tense social relations. Class 
conscience is the effect of revolutionary practice. Ultimately, the working 
class must learn historical dialectics itself. Luxemburg fights against 'the 
dictatorship of politicians, which is a dictatorship in the bourgeois sense', 
where 'time after time, an elite invites the working class to meetings; the 
latter must applaud the leaders’ speeches, and approve their proposed 
resolutions unanimously' (Luxemburg 1972, 247). Dialogue is not only a 
way of revealing human desires, but an end in itself, as it opens the world 
to uncertainty. The basic idea of this political conception is the 'interiority' 
of a self-transformation, the opening of the revolutionary horizon, the 
perpetual willingness to learn new things, even from simple or cruel 
events. However, as we have said, this does not mean that Luxemburg 
believed in the contingency of individual freedom: undoubtedly, she was 
not a liberal orthodox but an historic-materialistic. She makes fun of the 

                                                 
5
 Zarembka (2003) says that, in fact, Lenin's economics seems not to be Marxist. His 'state 

capitalism' admitted the possibility of using capitalist methods in the factory, e.g., adopting 
Taylorism to promote Soviet industrial development, disregarding the active role of workers in 
technology or the consequences for workers of a major separation between mental and 
manual work or of the bureaucratization of work. As Mattick (1935) points out, though 
Luxemburg and Lenin had set themselves the same task against reformism and for the 
overthrow of capitalist society on a world-wide scale, their ways for pursuing this goal 
diverged; and they remained at odds on decisive questions of revolutionary tactics and on 
many questions of revolutionary principle. 
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materialists who consider history to be Bentham`s panopticon prison, a 
mechanical superstructure that will lead the passive masses. But, she then 
goes on, 'the unconscious comes before the conscious.6 The logic of the 
historical process comes before the subjective logic of the people who take 
part in the historical process' (Luxemburg 1972, 102).  
 
Economics 
As we have said, Luxemburg maintained that Marx did not satisfactorily 
demonstrate that pure capitalism could continue growing in a totally 
capitalist world: this argument is the central thesis of her most well-known 
book, The Accumulation of Capital: Contribution to an Economic Explanation 
of Imperialism (1913). In this work, like Marx, Luxemburg criticizes the 
classical economists’ affirmation that there is no direct relation between 
production and consumption, Say's famous law. In the Marxian model, a 
massive quantity of goods is produced that will not find buyers because 
workers earn low wages. Indeed, many of the masses live in very poor 
conditions, in part because segments of the working class have been 
replaced by machines, forming a lumpen proletariat excluded from 
production processes and wage labour. Capitalists do not consume. Rather, 
they re-invest the surplus, for example, in revolutionizing the means of 
productions, to increase production and so profits and support capital 
accumulation. Value produced in capitalist society is not used by workers 
or by capitalists, but by ‘capital’. But, according to Luxemburg, the problem 
with Marx's work is that it was centered on investment -- the accumulation 
of capital. Marx tried to demonstrate quantitatively that constant economic 
expansion was possible in a capitalist economy, although there would be 
crises. According to Luxemburg, in Marx’s arithmetical model, very special 
assumptions must be made. The problem that she found, in particular, was 
the inducement-to-invest. Where would demand come from to support the 
new investment? In a society with constantly accumulating capital, 
investment will only be guaranteed if there is a continuously expanding 
market for the goods produced: capitalists will not continue producing and 
investing if they cannot sell their output at a profit. To achieve a constant 
                                                 
6
 ‘Regarding the historical materialism that maintains that the economic factors are the only 

causes of development, I'm convinced that it has only a mythical existence in your own brain. 
Materialists that maintain that economic development goes through the lanes of history, more 
or less, as a satisfied locomotive, while politics, ideology, etc. follow it passively... you will not 
find that type of theoreticians even in the remotest of Russian territories... and if you find such 
a guy, display him in gallery of the wax museum (Robert Seidel, Berlin, 15-VIII-1898 in 
Luxemburg (1981, 134)).  
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accumulation of capital we must have 'a stratum of buyers outside the 
capitalist company', a process achieved through imperialism and the 
exploitation of non- capitalist countries, or rather, pre-capitalist countries 
(colonies or independent nations). The capitalist countries export their 
economic crises and the non capitalist countries provide markets for the 
surplus of goods produced in the developed countries, while the 
production of the underdeveloped countries is displaced. This increases 
profits and provides employment at home. Nevertheless, the 
postponement of economic crises cannot last forever. Unless markets and 
profitable wars expand indefinitely, global overproduction is inevitable. 
Capitalism needs other economic systems and yet it tends to become 
universal, so it is doomed to self-destruction due to its internal 
contradictions, as Marx said (Trincado 2010). 
 After the First World War, when in jail and with the certainty of 
being right on the issue of the distribution and subordination of some 
countries to others, Rosa Luxemburg would write the Second volume, The 
Accumulation of Capital, or What Epigones Have Made of Marx's Theory. An 
Anti-critique, which would answer the criticisms of her first volume. 
 Some argue Rosa Luxemburg had simply introduced one more 
stage, imperialism, in the necessary advent of Marxian socialism. But for 
her, accumulation is now not only an internal relation between capital and 
work, rather it is between the capitalist and the non-capitalist 
environment. For Luxemburg, the market determines production. She 
emphasized the effective demand that is necessary to production 
(Dunayevskaya 1982). For Marx, the 'gravedigger' of capitalism was the 
proletariat and the only actor capable of generating value within the 
capitalist system. In Luxemburg's case, this revolutionary actor is not 
located inside capitalism, but outside, in the non capitalist strata (Trincado 
2007): she gives new importance to the colonized masses, and not only the 
proletariat, both in maintaining the capitalist system and in overcoming it 
through struggles for socialism. 
 On the other hand, the concept of surplus value is of critical 
importance in Rosa Luxemburg’s theory of value (Luxemburg 2003, 
chapter one). However, her definition of surplus value is not different from 
classical economists’ profit: a reward for risk and remuneration for 
abstinence from consumption, that is, savings. This remuneration from 
savings coincides with the interest rate. Luxemburg’s theory likewise 
maintains the idea of compensation for abstinence from consumption. It is 
possible to organize work without saving. Credit and borrowing replaces 
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the need for savings and the interest rest is the best indicator of the 
capitalist’s desire to invest without saving. 
 What really distinguishes Luxemburg's theory from that of classical 
economists is the concept of capital. According to Luxemburg, the real 
purpose and driver of capitalist production is not to obtain surplus value in 
general, in any quantity, but unlimited surplus value, in increasing larger 
quantities. That is to say, to accumulate capital. The difference between 
extended reproduction and simple reproduction lies in that in the latter the 
capitalist class consumes the whole surplus value, whereas, in the former, 
part of the surplus value is subtracted from the personal consumption of 
their owners, not to be hoarded but to be turned into active capital, to be 
capitalized. According to Luxemburg, extended reproduction (the increase 
of production beyond immediate needs) is the rule in any social historical 
formation if there is to be economic and cultural progress. But capital 
advanced by capitalists is divided into two parts: one that represents their 
expenses in the means of production and the other invested in wages. Marx 
calls the first part, which translates its value to the product by means of the 
labor process, constant capital; the second, which increases through the 
appropriation of unpaid labor, he labels the variable part of capital. In 
particular, the composition of the value of goods produced in the capitalist 
system is expressed by the formula c + v + s, where c is constant capital; v, 
variable capital or the capital invested in wages; and s surplus value, the 
increase of value for a not fully paid part of wage-earning labor 
(Luxemburg 2003, 10). In the social forms of the natural economy, 
extended reproduction refers to the mass of articles of consumption: 
consumption is the aim of production. But in the capitalist system, 
production is not directed to satisfying needs; its aim is the creation of 
value, not the production of consumer articles, but surplus value. The 
production of goods does not constitute an end for the capitalist producer, 
but a means to obtain surplus value.7  
 Breaking down the Marxist equation, v expresses the fact that in a 
given society the universal form of production is commodity production. 
Luxemburg says that it means that in capitalism workers are “free” in a 
double sense: formally free in person and free of access to the means of 

                                                 
7
 Adam Smith, for example, does not include constant capital in his concept of value. The real 

wealth is in net revenue, not in gross revenue and net revenue is extracted eliminating the 
expenses of maintenance of machines and means of production, that is to say, fixed capital, 
and circulating capital (Smith 1977, book II).This is precisely the problem of capital that Ricardo 
(1817) advanced, being capital the time needed to obtain returns from the investment. 
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production. However, in capitalism, v tends to be reduced to the 
physiological and social minimum necessary for the existence of workers, 
and s tends to grow at the cost of v and in proportion to it. The wage-
earning worker only has to do what the businessman tells him and 
produces an object that belongs to the businessman. The capitalist will try 
to increase his surplus value by prolonging the hours of work and reducing 
wages. The result will depend on the relation of forces between capitalists-
workers. And, as Marx himself says: 
  

The bargain concluded, it is discovered that he was no 'free agent,' that the 
time for which he is free to sell his labor-power is the time for which he is 
forced to sell it... For ‘protection’ against ‘the serpent of their agonies’, workers 
must put their heads together, and, as a class, compel the passing of a law, an 
all-powerful social barrier that shall prevent the very workers from selling, by 
voluntary contract with capital, themselves and their families into slavery and 
death. (Marx 2007, 330).  

 
Thus, Rosa Luxemburg and Marxists incorporate the concept of capital as a 
productive force and clarify the difference between labor as a commodity 
and other commodities. Finally, they insist that the productive force of 
capital places us on a confusing wheel that leads us to the cyclical crises 
inherent in capitalism:  
 

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 (Luxemburg 2003, 7).  

  
As she did not accept the possibility that this uncertainty was permanent, 
Luxemburg tried to demonstrate that a final crisis would occur and she 
suggested her new path out of capitalism.  
  Luxemburg, however, lacks the concept of uncertainty. The 
deterministic time of dialectical materialism does not conceive of 
uncertainty. At least not as Knight (1921) put it: he distinguished between 
risk (a randomness the probability of which can be calculated) and 
‘uncertainty’ (a randomness the probability of which cannot be calculated). 
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For Luxemburg surplus value - profit – is achievable in predictable labor 
(Luxemburg 2003, 11). But capitalist economics is full of uncertainties, not 
least since it is not only based on objective costs but on inter subjective 
elements and, as Soros (2008) puts it, on reflexive values. Prices not only 
depend on what I wish or want, but also on what you think about this 
wanting or wishing. The statement 'I am your enemy' only has sense at an 
inter-subjective level. 
 
Conclusion 
Rosa Luxemburg was ahead of her time. She based her proposals for 
change on learning from the past and hope for the future and, in so doing, 
her thought anticipated current theories that enable us to understand the 
present moral, social and economic crisis. The open society that 
Luxemburg imagined is certainly more idealistic than the one achieved, or 
even typically thought of, in Western societies. However her concept of 
movement and her political insistence on openness to a revolutionary 
horizon is of particular use for informing but also explaining mass actions 
in recent decades.  
 Luxemburg fought theoretically against endogamy and the isolation 
of the ego. She also fought against the endogamy and exclusion she 
encountered in her own life, whether feminist, nationalist, by unions or the 
Party and even in the world of knowledge... Many of her demands for 
women’s liberation have been achieved. Yet, her experiences as a woman 
remind us that feminism can also be exclusive and prone to victimization. 
Her positions on nationalism can be used to counter nationalist demands 
and re-assess struggles for the recognition of differences and cultural 
identity based on belonging within a particular, socially defined group. Her 
experiences within the party and her theories of spontaneity still 
constitute a criticism to current non participative democracies, but they 
take on their full meaning after the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989. 
Luxemburg did not understand socialism without democracy, nor 
dictatorship as a way of liberation. The success of the Leninist-type 1917 
Revolution destroyed any subsequent desire of the working class to 
establish real socialism. Finally, her theories of subjectivity and objectivity 
in politics and in the arts clearly relate to contemporary post-modernism 
concerns and thwart moral and philosophical relativism, by rooting the ego 
in collective, material history, in the praxis of struggle rather than in the 
singular, isolated individualistic ego of liberal thought and practice. 
 Luxemburg's new path out of capitalism is based upon a new 
philosophy and a new conception of the present -- and it brings new hopes 
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to society. The socialism of her time was a disappointment for these hopes: 
she was murdered at the hands of her comrades, by a local paramilitary 
group probably obeying orders from Noske, the Home Secretary of the 
Social-Democratic Government. But society has a new opportunity to make 
sense of Luxemburg contributions and aspirations. 
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Abstract: Some of the most important issues discussed inside the Global movement 

against  Capitalism and war are the relations between political party and movement, 

movement Autonomy as opposed to institutional dynamics, and organisational problems. In 

this paper, we will recuperate some categories and political concepts from Rosa 

Luxembourg’s thought. We will try to use those instruments to analyse some aspects of the 

mobilisation process of the Global movement since the Seattle demonstrations until the 

demonstrations against war in 2003 and 2004 taking the example of Madrid.  

 

Introduction: Our intentions 
 

Rosa Luxemburg was born a few days before the proclamation of the Paris Commune 

and was killed a year after the Bolsheviks take power in Russia. Her life is framed in the 

proletariat's “assaults to the sky”, and thus a beautiful historical link is made to an energetic 

and brilliant revolutionary woman that dedicated her life to this goal. 

  

But, in spite of the sufficient emotional motives that exist claiming for Rosa's 

restoration, it is the capacity of her legacy to rethink the emancipatory practices what 

                                                 
1 As ‘Global Movement’ we understand the multiplicity of globalising struggles that have mobilised against 

Neo- Liberal Capitalism over the last decade. 
2 Iñigo Errejón is an Erasmus student of politics at Utrecht University (Holland) and Pablo Iglesias is a 

researcher in political science at the Complutense University (Madrid, Spain). E-mails: 

eneko83@hotmail.com and pabloiglesias@cps.ucm.es 

 



makes her the centre of our reflection. We talk about a badly treated author, hidden away, 

denigrated and distorted. 

 

Rosa, the eternally critical, the firmest defender of the socialist democracy in front of 

both the liberticidal Jacobinism and Blanquism and the subordination of social democratic 

politics to the bourgeois formal democracy, should be recovered in a time when the 

systemic ideologues call to fold illusions; precisely to keep thinking, criticising, proposing, 

understanding the thousands of fists that are still raised to deny the fallacy of “the end of 

history” or the end of the movements (Della Porta/Mosca, 2003:7). 

 

For us, this is not just an ethical question but also a methodological starting-point. 

Despite the academic institutionalisation of social movement studies from the 1960s, we 

have to see the theoretical studies of socialist and anarchist movements in the XIX century 

to know the origin of social movement theory. 

 

In fact, the origin of the category of “social movements” comes from the famous book 

by Lorenz Von Strein, “The history of social movement in France (1789-1850)”. There he 

used the term "social movement" to escape Prussian censorship, but he meant “the history 

of the workers’ movement” (Pérez Ledesma, 1994:59).  

 

Trying to acknowledge this fact, even Sydney Tarrow has built some parallels between 

several Marxist traditions and modern social movement theories. In this manner the 

Communist Manifesto of Engels and Marx has been likened to collective behaviour theory 

(Smelser); Leninist organisation theory to Resource Mobilisation Theory (see, for instance, 

McCarthy 1977); and, finally, Gramscian Hegemony has been likened to frame analysis 

theory (See, for instance, Snow/Rochford/Worden/Benford 1986). We think that this 

comparative intent is fruitless. The historical context of collective action is always much 

more complex. The theoretical paradigms even more so. Thus, in our opinion it is more 

useful to understand the paradigms in their totality than to try equivalencies or an eclectical 

synthesis between them. 

 

We think that reading the classics again (or, as Borges would say, what matters is not to 

read, but to re-read) can be very useful in order to analyse contemporary social movement 

discourses. Thompson, Gramsci, Sorel, Luxemburg etc. are really important in 

understanding the present social movement discourses. 

 

Hence, we are going to explain, firstly, some concepts of the Rosa Luxemburg’s 

thought. Then, and using these, we will try to explain some aspects and discourses of the 

mobilisation process of the Global movements, since the ‘battle of Seattle’ (against the 

WTO in 1999), the Prague demonstrations against the IMF and the WB in 2000, until the 

demonstrations against war in 2003 and 2004 (after the 11
th
 March attacks) in Madrid. 

 

Reform or Revolution: movement ontology within struggle 

 



 The Twentieth century opened in Germany with a social democratic movement that 

is an example to the world-wide proletariat because of its enormous power. It is in this 

context where Rosa Luxemburg develops her political activity.  

 

 The famous problem of the relationship between the economical and political 

aspects of the working class fight is one of the first theoretical concerns of the movement. 

This would be the scenario for the great debate around the proletarian organisational and 

tactical questions. 

 In this sense Rosa affirms that the political and the economical aspects are two 

phenomena that are separated in the heads of the worker's organisations, but by no means 

naturally differentiated. The striker processes fulfil in practice- as the Russian revolutionary 

period in 1905- the unification of what has been separated only due to the conditions in 

which the class antagonism is being expressed. It is also in the quotidian fight where the 

masses, with the Party at the head of them, know how to put into practice the reform-

revolution scheme: the everyday combat for the partial improvements in the living 

conditions framed in a long-term strategy with the conquest of power as the ultimate goal, 

to politically execute the economical transformations that are already mature in society, that 

is, to realise the historical progress.  

 

Forgetting this implies, for Rosa, to fall in the parallel abysses of reformism and 

sectarianism (1977: 499). The former plunges into the mystification of the democratic 

bourgeois forms, misunderstanding the existent relations between the social classes and 

moving itself away from the conflict; thus, becoming an inoperative force for social 

transformation. The latter plummets into the mere apology of conspiracy that does not 

establish distinctions between ultimate goals and short-term targets, shipwrecking in 

speculations about the insurrectional outbreak because it lacks a political programme; 

which is to say, it moves away from the masses and survives only the time the mere 

repression needs to put an end to the adventure in which the rebels’ will is the only weapon 

of those who, having lost all the connection with social reality, can only predicate this 

world's evilness and how beautiful the new one would be, and the braveness of the small 

group of professional revolutionaries that would bring the era of happiness with an accurate 

assault on the political structure. 

 

Rosa innovates again when she recovers another of the lessons from the proletarian 

combats: The strikes, as the revolutions (maybe the popular mobilisation waves in our 

days?) don't have to be called for. They are not decided neither in the cupules of mass 

organisations nor in the central committees of the vanguards. They respond to historical 

moments that determine their own fighting tactics and organisational models through 

improvisation, reviewing and renewal while drawing on a rich base of historically formed 

repertoires of contention.: the enrichment of the popular action's arsenal
3
. It is not difficult 

to recognise here its proximity to the Global Movement, whose practice has been 

characterised by the invention and reinvention through consecutive battles. 

 

In this sense, it could be interesting to use a George Sorel perspective in considering the 

contention dynamics of the Global movement and its construction of anti-systemic 

                                                 
3 Something more interesting than what Melucci called  the ‘Luxemburg model’ (1994:169). 



meaning. If the strike showed the symbolic anticipation of the revolution -the “beyond” 

reformism of Rose in her confrontation with Berstein-, the repertoires of contentious 

collective action of the Global movement are able to construct an anti-systemic imaginary 

in the same terms.  

 

When Luca Casarini, the Italian Disobbedienti spokesman, says that ‘Another World is 

Possible’ should not be proclaimed but practised, -and- in that practising conflict is 

inevitable (Casarini, 2002:72), he is recognising that the emancipatory future horizon can 

only be discovered in action, through practice. George Sorel wrote the same: the general 

strike was not born from deep reflections about philosophy, but in practice (Sorel, 2004:3). 

 

 It is through action that consciousness is constructed, that the revolutionary subject 

starts to exist. If Bakunin had already mentioned that an anarchist is who fights for 

anarchy, Rosa continues the affirmation translating to political theory what the Spanish 

poet Antonio Machado would say not many years later: caminante no hay camino, se hace 

camino al andar (traveller there is no road, you make it by travelling). Something quite 

close is what the Italian disobbedienti postulate nowadays when saying: L' altro mondo si 

fa possibile disobbedendo adesso. Permanent creation trough movement is a revolutionary 

idea that Rosa addresses and will have to be kept in mind to understand the present paper. 

 

The insurrectional calls are in Rosa's thought mere sermons from the exterior of the 

masses acquisition of conscience, as well as to the development degree of the production 

and domination relationships. The propaganda should not have an utopic function: the task 

is not to convince about the desirability of the socialism, but to contribute to give a 

historical meaning to every present contradiction explaining the inevitability of more, 

bigger and harder fights between the dominant class and the proletarians. 

 

The role, then, of the vanguards, that are just the hard cores of the most conscious 

workers and the intellectuals next to them, is not to predict the outbreaks but rather to 

understand and explain them in relation with the capitalist current conditions, to be a spur 

for radicalisation that takes part as the most advanced faction in each fight. The vanguard 

has to discover the main contradictions of the capitalist system and to propose commands 

directly aimed at them. Tactical instructions that should have the revolutionary strategy as a 

map, as firm as conditions make possible -which is not easy to interpret-, going always to 

the limit, but without breaking the necessary link with the current desires and animosity of 

the masses: one step in front of the masses, but only one (Lenin). 

 

That is not, however, to say that the consciousness and the historical understanding 

have to be provided externally to the working class by a group of professional 

revolutionaries, as the Leninist theory says, because, as pointed above, Rosa defends that 

the people learn about their positions and tasks in this world through the antagonism that 

makes them to clash with the capitalist class. The masses learn to rule by ruling, because 

only the self-administration gives consciousness. As the pro-independence left shouts in the 

Basque Country streets: Borroka da bide bakarra, the struggle is the only way, not only 

because the class struggle is not deniable by theoretical abstractions and because the 

oppressed owe all their improvements just to the fight, but also, and more importantly, 

because any shortcut both in substituting mass struggle by elections -as the one represented 



by Bernstein's revisionism- or by minority conspiring action - Blanqui, Leninist vanguards- 

jumps over the exercise of the democratic power from the bases, hence puts on the masses' 

shoulders management not compensated by the proletarian power. The proletarian 

dictatorship is impossible if this class does not execute it directly, if the working class has 

not previously learned to rule in thousands of battles where the worker councils' power has 

been outlined. Luxemburg just formulated the I International famous slogan: The liberation 

of the workers will be a product of themselves or will not be. 

We have, therefore, the Autonomy, which Rosa has not yet explicitly formulated in 

spite of her support for a “horizontal” and direct proletariat exercise of power. However, 

Rosa undoubtedly strives for a political direction that orientates the councils' dictatorship. 

Against the mystification’s' understanding of autonomy as the absence of leadership, Rosa's 

Autonomy relates to an organisational state and a tension towards the permanent class self-

constitution. That does not exclude, however, the necessary action of a thinking vanguard 

that has to analyse the moment and to propose the accurate instructions to the masses. But 

here we see a weak point in Rosa's theory because she does not explain why the masses are 

going to accept the historically most accurate commands. It seems she sees in them an 

instinctive capacity for the true. 

 

The mistakes that the exploited class does, are its opportunities to extract conclusions 

thanks to the revolutionary critic. It is the way towards the conformation of a class strategy 

to the assault on power from the bottom. The awaken intellect of Rosa follows properly this 

assessment: socialism is not only the socialist measures but them driven by the only class 

that can do this: the workers. That is why the autonomy, the political freedom and the 

democratisation of the power are pillars sine qua non for the socialism. The best antidote 

against the dangers of opportunism, bureaucratisation and corruption, against, in a word, 

the dictatorship, is the freedom of critic and disagreement, the free development of the 

masses political consciousness and debate. The freedom is the best spur of the masses 

vitality, so the nest weapon of the proletariat dictatorship. 

 

The revolutionary politics have to move in between the dialectical contradiction that 

the proletariat army is recruited in the fight itself and just through it becomes conscious of 

the targets aimed (Luxemburg 1977: 531). 

 

The affirmation that there are not a priori programs implies the autonomy that is 

translated in the denial of the separation between the moments of elucidation, organisation 

and fight. With this separation also dies the bourgeois distinction between those who decide 

and those who execute. The socialist self-discipline appears as a result of great doses of 

democracy directly practiced by the masses. The discipline that, as Lenin glorifies, the 

factory teaches the proletarian, comes also from a whole society in which the goods are the 

measure and principle of every social relationship. The emancipator policy, thus, cannot 

limit its action to the conquest of the bourgeois domination apparatus, but it has to 

transform them in a democratic way for the critic protagonist role of the people to ensure a 

firm popular govern, avoiding a dictatorship in bourgeois sense: with a minority giving 

orders to a proletariat become passive and governed subject (Luxemburg, 1977: 561).  

 

With Rosa we comprehend the meaning of the spontaneity, rejecting with the same 

force the anarchist mystifications and the Leninist despises. The development of the 



production and domination provides the conditions for spontaneous movements that, once 

in the fight, create forms of organisation and combat a thousand times more advanced than 

what the most revolutionary of the directions could have ever imagined. The historical 

objective logic goes in front of the subjective perception of its carriers. This moves every 

vanguard to a role necessarily “conservative”. The masses, as the expression of the class 

struggle sharpening they are, can go further than any leadership. That is why the process of 

taking the power and socialising it is their entire responsibility. The vanguards are, thus, 

only the more advanced groups that try to explain the current conflicts in the context of the 

history of the class struggle and the degree of capitalist development. 

 

 The problem is noted above, because as we said, Luxemburg does not overcome the 

metaphysic of the masses, as she puts them in an almost sacred position due to their 

instinctively revolutionary capacities. The question of why the masses can not be wrong in 

their subjective comprehension of history, of why they are going to be for sure direct 

instruments of the necessity of the social revolution. Here Rosa leads a dangerous side for 

the attacks that the official theory of the “real socialist countries” will direct against her “ 

infantile spontaneity close to anarchism”.  

 

It is not indispensable to have a majority for a revolutionary action; rather the majority 

is obtained through a cunning action that connects with the current necessities of the 

masses. Postponing the revolution due to a lacking of a majority is the same as not allowing 

its birth. Under the existent alienation in a life dominated by salaried work and a cultural 

universe that determines the ideological domination derived from the material domination 

that the bourgeoisie has, there is no possible massive alignment in the ranks of the 

revolution until it has started. This is but a mere acceptance of the democratic-bourgeois 

principles in the band of the revolution. The popular majority is conquered through the 

revolutionary overthrow of the Capitalist State and its substitution with the workers self-

determination institutions (Feijoo, 2004). 

 

The global movement, therefore, does not have to aspire to be sympathetic to a certain 

public opinion which is the abstraction of the mediatic opinion, rather, it should build 

resistances connected to the largest number of struggles (labour, neighbourhood, student, 

gender, civil rights, against the Systemic War), precisely because the nuclei of each one of 

these conflicts are the more valid militants of the Movement of Movements that lifts a 

multi-faced alternative, certainly quite ambiguous, to the global disorder that reigns the 

planet; the alternative is expressed in its necessary historical form, that is, like a negation of 

the existing . 

 

Rosa aids in the understanding of the street aspect and "destructive" dimension of the 

Global Movement. Its overcoming could come through the building of self-administered 

experiences opposed to the logic of the capitalist gain. But neither the accumulation of the 

majority nor the nice falansteries can substitute the imperious necessity of combat. The 

struggle of classes educates and clarifies the masses, tossing false conceptions and fears 

while anticipating, in that fashion, the socialist societies in which the power has been 

placed in the services of the collective will's realisation. 

 



Rosa allows for the liberation of the suffocating grip that the left inherits from the 

liberal-positivist thoughts since it breaks with the false opposition of the 

dictatorship/democracy. In her criticism of the Russian Revolution she brings to light the 

ideological roots of Lenin and the Mensheviks as well as Kautsky. 

 

The dictatorship of the proletariat is not the mere conquest of that which created the 

bourgeois domination. It is not enough to “turn around” the State to use it as an execution 

tool of the necessary transformations for the socialism transition, since for socialism the 

active participation of the masses is as necessary as air is to life. The suffocation of the 

open political life means the suffocation of the vitality of the workers' councils, that is, the 

motor power of the revolution. The political liberties, which in the bourgeois society 

represent the shell that covers the nucleus of the exploitation (its real distinctive meaning), 

are for the socialist state the guarantee against the dictatorship of a professional minority: 

the guarantee against a dictatorship in the bourgeoisie sense. As opposed to the Leninist 

conception that the revolutionaries must act as Jacobeans for socialism, the demolition of 

the dominion of classes is no more than the plain realisation of the worker's democracy 

(Lenin 1997).  

 

Rosa and Bolshevist
4
 

 
The Russian Revolution is where the great laboratory where Rosa tests her analysis 

tools and her socialist democracies' proposals. It is in the debate with Lenin and Trotsky 

where the most interesting conceptions about organisation are constructed in Rosa's 

thought, but also her weaknesses. Although she recognises the theory that Trotsky would 

formulate later in “The permanent revolution”, in which he says the proletariat has to 

accomplish the democratic-bourgeois tasks altogether with the socialist ones in those places 

where the bourgeois revolution has been uncompleted. Rosa seems to show a certain 

theoretical weakness in her critic against the representation policies of the Bolsheviks. She 

criticizes them because they abolished the universal suffrage and the Constituent Assembly 

(tough it is true that in its specific composition was going to be a counter-revolutionary 

alternative power, it should not be dissolved as democratic form) implementing in a 

juridical anachronism (Feijoo, 2004) the total power of the soviets for which the 

economical conditions where not mature yet, because the masses were not, due to the crisis 

and the underdevelopment of the country, industrial proletariat; in this context the power of 

the soviets would not be the popular democracy but the Jacobin dictatorship supported on 

the small group of qualified factory workers. But Rosa, at the same time, accuses the 

Bolsheviks of hesitancy in executing the socialist task -which in her conception of the 

revolution is the same as saying putting in die danger the revolution itself- in the fields both 

of the agriculture and the nationalities. The Bolsheviks concessions to the peasantry are in 

fact, according to our author, a stick in the core of the revolution: the slogan of "land for 

those who work it" has moved the peasants in the short term to support the revolution, but 

having to pay a big cost for that. They are now the small owners of low-productive lands, 

and they are potentially hostile to any transformation towards the socialization of the 

agrarian property. They, in addition, could boycott the revolutionary proletariat of the cities 

                                                 
4 In this title, the authors do not share the same opinion. Anyway, we think that the title is really beneficial in 

opening interesting discussions. 



by denying them the fruits of their lands. As Luxemburg expresses: The Leninist agrarian 

reform created a new and powerful strata of popular enemies of the socialist transformation 

in the countryside, enemies whose resistance will be more powerful and firmer than the one 

played by the great nobility (1978 [1922]). 

 

In the field of nationalities Rosa sees equally an unforgiving delay in the revolutionary 

measures to a socialist transformation of Russia. The Bolsheviks, by accepting the self 

determination right of the existent nationalities in the former Zarist State, they renounced to 

a larger revolutionary area while giving a powerful weapon to the diverse national 

bourgeoisies to silence the only real self-determination, the class emancipation. Luxemburg 

recognises that they were forced measures imposed by the extremely difficult situation the 

Bolshevik Government had to deal with, but she strongly criticises the Lenin's pretension of  

transforming the needs in qualities advising them for the world wide proletarian policy 

(Luxemburg, 1977: 592). 

 

What is important here is to point out the paradox that Rosa did when advocating in 

opposition to the "all the power to the soviets slogan" because of immature material 

conditions  - surprisingly coinciding here with Kautsky, from which only differentiates 

thanks both to her recognition of the above mentioned Trostkist theory, and to what we 

consider a way of dodging the issue by trusting in the cunning of the Bolshevik command 

to overcome the tasks that the bourgeoisie was not going to accomplish.- while at the same 

time demands the strongest energy and the most direct execution in the fulfilment of the 

socialist transformation in the countryside and the nationalities. In the first case the 

Bolsheviks are guilty of advancing juridical measures over uncompleted socio-economic 

bases. In the second they are guilty of doing the opposite hence making more difficult the 

travel to communism. The modern capitalist conditions, whose absence makes premature to 

put already the power in the hands of the soviets, seem to be present when the questions are 

the nationalities and the agrarian issue. It is an obligation to point, at this point, that the 

subversive spirit of the brave woman we study, finale made her to move in favor of the 

proletariat's councils government when the arose in Germany in 1919. The affirmation of 

the socialist democracy is then clear in Luxemburg, over the different analyses on the 

socio-economic structures where they are to be implemented. 

 

The Leninist traditional theory of the class consciousness assess that the workers cannot 

arrive further than a “tradeunionist” consciousness of their immediate and corporative 

interests, so it happens to be necessary a vanguard of the theoretically most advanced 

workers plus the intellectuals identified with the proletariat cause, in order to provide from 

outside the revolutionary consciousness by educating and orienting the masses in the tasks 

coherent with the historical evolution that moves itself towards the socialism. Rosa opposes 

to that a lucid critic on the Leninist too mechanical view of the relation between class and 

vanguard. According to her, the Party goes at the front of the masses only if is audacious 

and intelligent enough as to understand and to explain the current situation and the meaning 

of the fights fought at the moment drawing a program so accurate that the masses make it 

theirs. But this is only possible where the masses have the capacity to argue, to discuss, and 

to have a critical opinion. The free expression of the masses, they control over the political 

and economical process is what saves revolution from corruption, bureaucracy and the 

bourgeois dictatorship. The freedom for everybody is what ensures the proletariat can be 



guided by the vanguard but nod dominated by it. Rosa shows here how Lenin and the social 

democratic reformist are the two sides of the same coin: the liberal-positivist conception of 

democracy and power. Her stroke of genius lays in her usefulness to comprehend the 

liberticidal deviations of the "real socialism" not from the liberal critics but from the attack 

on both. Denouncing the bureaucratic nightmares as constructions emanated from a 

bourgeois way of seeing and, thus, practicing the power. This led a room for the thinking of 

alternative conception of issues such as the class, the power or the democracy, whose 

definition will determine our capacity to challenge the polity understood as domination and 

the democracy as a formal process. With Rosa we can walk the way of the democracy as an 

emancipator tool, of the liberty as a quotidian and permanent exercise. The goal does not 

justify the mediums. The repression must be limited to the old class of the exploiters. 

Democracy and power socialization are inseparable form the revolution triumph, because of 

efficiency and historical reasons rather than moralistic abstractions.  

 

We are now arrived to the adventurous thesis that constitutes the nuclei of our paper. 

We believe to have theoretically deducted how why Rosa Luxemburg is an anticipation of 

the Marxist trend that advocates for the power of the workers' councils. Even a step further, 

this woman, limited, as it is natural by the historical context in which she writes, opens the 

door to the evolution form the extreme left to the Autonomism. 

 

Rosa precedes Anton Pannekoek (1981) in his defence of the proletariat and councillor 

democracy when she advocates by the power executed from the base, from the working 

places. It is the first step in the recognition of the working class as an autonomous subject. 

Rosa is indirectly autonomous. 

 

The last years of Luxemburg were witnesses of numerous councilor experiences: the 

Italian strikes just after the First World War and answered by the fascist reaction, the 

councillor experiences in Austria a few years later, the Sovietic Russian Revolution, or 

even the anarcho-sindicalism that was parallel to the Spanish Civil War, that could be 

considered another expression of "democracy from the factories". Actually, it was the 

support of Rosa Luxemburg in 1919 to the workers' insurrection what carried her to the 

death, perpetrated by the repressive forces of the German Government, betrayed by those 

who had been so many time described in her books as dangerous opportunist obstacles for 

the proletariat constitution in a class trough the combat. This was the last political 

alienation of Rosa, and the most clear taking of position for the power of the working class, 

for what years later will be the trend of the Proletariat Autonomy. 

 

At this point is important to put her in relation to the great Italian Marxist thinker 

Antonio Gramsci, who made a revolution within the revolutionary thought which his 

evolution form a phase clearly postulating the workers' councils to his crucial elaboration of 

the concept of hegemony
5
 which is the theoretical surpassing of the mechanical conceptions 

about the class-vanguard relationship ideas.  

 

Rosa left a comprehension of this relationship in which the class constituted once for all 

when arriving to the enlightenment by the combined action of the own experiences and the 

                                                 
5 Perfectly analysed by Perry Anderson in Considerations about the occidental Marxism. 



elucidatory work of the Party. The only admittance that the proletariat transits from -in 

Luckacsian terms- class in itself to class for itself trough the combat, it is, that the class is 

dynamically constructed by the movement, it is an enormous hole through which later will 

appear the proletariat autonomy. We are not really far from the comprehension of the class 

as a permanent self-constituent tension that does not find an end until its total 

disappearance with the dialectical negation of the other term of the antithesis: the State and 

the Capital. The working class is thus, in explicitly autonomous theory, movement, action, 

struggle, collective construction; it has to deny the existing to be, to eliminate itself 

altogether with all the class society. The working class is then constant tension towards 

communism.  

 

It is necessary to understand the historical limitations that prevented her thought. This 

way we are able to know if she arrived exactly where she wanted or if, as it points our 

thesis, arrives to the gates of the Autonomy waiting to Gramsci to take the key out of his 

pocket to led space to Negri to cross it.  

 

Antonio Negri and Felix Guattari (1999) elaborated a brilliant study that allows us to 

understand from a historical perspective the evolution that we defend is already present in 

Rosa. They analyse the relationship between class composition and organisation tendency. 

If for the professional worker the union was his/her natural constitutive and combative 

expression; and if for the mass-worker immerse in an industrial and Fordist process of 

production, in enormous factories with a great concentration of proletarians, corresponds 

the workers' council as vehicle of fight and conquest of the productive apparatus; to the 

postFordist societal-worker, who works in more reduced staff environments less subjected 

to the assembly lines than to the dynamics looking for implying all his/her communicative 

and vital capacities in the production of added value, corresponds the autonomy. Precisely 

because she/he does not need any mediation thanks to her/his creative and independent 

capacities, thanks to her/his property of what is more valued by the capital, the main 

production medium: the ideas, the knowledge, the technical and human wisdoms.  

 

We will add here a complementary excuse for Rosa: There is not until 1932 that the 

Karl Marx's “The fragment about the Grundrisse” (1972[1932]) is published in the USSR. 

So it was impossible to Luxemburg to know the concept of  “General Intellect” that is 

pointed in this book, which is crucial to understand the changes in the class compositions 

that are the real material base for the autonomous tendencies on the Marxism: the variety of 

technical qualities that put the proletarians in capacity to reject the mediations and sabotage 

the capitalist command affirming their best co-operative and self-valorisation potencies
6
. 

 

Rosa Luxemburg, of course, did not live enough to see these transformations in the 

class composition, so she arrived as far as she could. As the good historical materialist she 

was, she based all her analyses not on predictions or passionate desires, but in the real 

conditions that conformed her time, to which the socialist idea should be adapted. That is 

what she did in relation with the opportunist deviation in the social democratic movement, 

which the imperialist war and which the issue of the organisation for the struggle and for 

the construction of the socialist democracy. The contribution that has awaken more interest 

                                                 
6 See Negri 2001. 



here, the one that makes Luxemburg deserve a honour place to trace the roots of the 

autonomous tendencies in the proletariat and its theoretical formulations, is her impressive 

dynamical comprehension of the class and its constitution. To affirm that it is created in 

each fight, in each defeat even more than in even victory, in the experiences of govern and 

administration, is as much as to say that the class is not an object needed of an external 

contribution of historical consciousness, but an autonomous subject with enough capacities 

to think, to always reconstruct itself. This has an obvious conclusion: the masses are able to 

rule themselves, able to emancipate, able to freedom.   

The mutations that the autonomy will suffer moving it from the “proletarianism” to the 

so called "new social movements" as a result of the changes in the postFordist societies go 

beyond our proposals in the current paper, but they are the linking of Luxemburg with the 

inherent autonomy that characterised the feminist, environmentalist, antimilitarist and squat 

movements in the Eighties and the Nineties, giving them structures of assembly and 

objectives away from the institutional mediation.  

 

From Seattle to Madrid: A new movement growing in the battle 

 
The origin of the Global Movement is a very discussed topic in the academy and also 

inside the movements. Some authors locate the origin of the movement in the protests 

against IMF and WB in Berlin in 1988 (Gerhards/Rucht 1992:561). Others in the student 

and worker struggles against the IMF economical planning in Korea (Mezzadra/Raimondi 

2002:22). Others in the struggles against unemployment in France, in Brazilian MST or in 

radical ecologist movement in Germany (Aguiton 2001:12). 

 

In our opinion, all of those experiences are very important in order to understand the 

genealogy of the Global Movement.  However, we think it is possible to design the 

historical path of the Global Movement regarding the groups who encourage contentious 

actions in Seattle and Prague (the unquestionable media origin of the Global Movement in 

the US and Europe that permitted subsequent experiences like Genoa or Salonica). 

 

After the EZLN rebellion in Mexico in 1994 and the solidarity social society 

demonstrations in Mexico in the same year, there were international demonstrations to 

support EZLN around the world. A lot of EZLN solidarity groups were constituted around 

the world and, finally, the EZ spokesman and military chief Subcomandante Marcos sent a 

letter to the European Zapatista meeting in Berlin to convoke the “Primer encuentro 

intergaláctico por la humanidad y contra el Neoliberalismo” (First intergalactic meeting for 

humanity and against Neo-liberalism) in La Realidad (Chiapas) in the summer of 1996. In 

that meeting and in the posterior “Segundo encuentro intergalactico” that took place in 

Spain in 1997, these groups founded the network “People’s Global Action”, PGA. 

 

People’s Global Action was perhaps the most important international grassroots 

globalization network that made possible the new collective action repertoires of the Global 

Movement. 

 

What is the relation between that and Rosa Luxemburg’s thought? 

 



As we are going to explain, inside those collective action repertoires there are a lot of 

things that describe the "another world possible" as something more built in the battle than 

built in the program. Thus, the organisation as a process (Luxemburg 1904). 

 

What was the relation between Zapatism and Rosa Luxemburg’s thought? As José 

Guadalupe wrote ‘perhaps the Left will have to reclaim the Rosa vision of Marx whereby 

Communism is the conscious production of the social relations of production and 

understand this problem of production social relations as possibility condition -as 

Zapatistas say- for a Society where all be allowed (Guadalupe, 2001:6). It is absolutely 

essential the understanding of the Marxist behavioural dimension developed by Rosa. In 

our opinion, that is one of the keys for transcending the “Real Socialism” terrible 

experiences and for understanding the new possibilities of rebellion against Capitalism. 

 

Speaking about Seattle, what were the main lessons after the battle? Whoever has the 

spatial control of the city can influence the way that the conflict can follow. The key to 

understand the world-wide media dimension of the Seattle facts is the failure and 

suspension of the summit and the police confrontation. And the summit failed, because 

activists could blockade the WTO delegates’ access into the Sheraton Hotel, trying to resist 

(using different strategies) the police
7
. 

 

So the beginning of a new series of global protest (see Della Porta/Tarrow 2004 and 

Herreros 2004) against capitalism in its neo-liberal form, was born in the struggle process. 

Moreover, the series of global protest was born in the success of a new collective action 

repertoire that we have called the “Berlin Model” (Iglesias, 2005)
8
. 

 

We have characterised this repertoire in 5 thesis: 

 

1. The Berlin model has been developed by the global movement in a historical 

moment of capitalism where the Nation-State is no more the privileged scenario in 

producing and developing political contention. 

 

2. Nowadays, Information and Communication Technologies allow the "attenuation" of 

the geographical scales where the contention (To understand the precise concept of 

contention see Tilly 1986:3-4) collective action is been developed. Thus, the ICT multiply 

the symbolic geographical dimension of the collective action. 

 

3. The Berlin model implies contention dynamics that discuss materially the urban 

spatial control by the authority and its agencies (Corporations, Governments, Police...). 

That discuss symbolically the law meaning using civil disobedience tactics as symbolic 

constituent power
9
. 

 

                                                 
7 For a more ample development of this explanation, see Iglesias 2004b,c; 2005). 
8 We consider that the mass demonstrations in 1988 against the IMF and the WB in Berlin (See Gerhards and 

Rucht 1999) anticipated what were to become the typical strategies of collective action of the global 

movement, as enacted and mediated on a grand scale in Seattle in 1999. 
9For the concept of constituent power and law anticipation, see Negri/Hardt 2002 and Negri 2002. For the 

relation between Global Movement and civil disobedience see Iglesias 2002 



4. The Berlin Model has not a concrete beginning but the Seattle demonstrations in 

1999 point the beginning of an unexpected explosion of this repertoire. From Seattle, the 

Berlin model begin to move on uninterruptedly. 

 

5. The Berlin Model is the hegemony repertoire between the different expressions of 

collective action of Global Movement in Europe from Prague to Genoa and the anti-war 

movement. 

After Seattle, a “new new left” (Ross, 2004) was born going beyond the old left 

"domestic" problems (Arrighi/Hopkins/Wallerstein 1999: 38). Again Rosa’s concept of 

final objective (society’s transformation) in her polemic with Bernstein is at least in the 

spirit of the Global Movement battles. 

 

We could see again the anti-capitalist spirit in the demonstrations against the IMF and 

the WB in Prague. It is very important to remind that in Prague there almost were no 

political parties and big trade unions. They arrived into the movement under the Social 

Forum’s “coat”. 

 

So it is possible to speak about the Movement Autonomy. Autonomy in relation to 

movement and the formal institutions. 

 

As Viejo Viñas (1999:3) wrote, the main insight of Rosa’s thought is not just the 

capacity in building a discourse against elitists politics (Mosca, Michels etc.); is not just its 

capacity in going beyond the Leninist vanguard theory. The main insight is to offer a 

precious tool for the libertarian Marxist thought: the autonomous sector. 

 

Nowadays, nobody could deny the importance of this sector in building the collective 

actions of the repertoires of contention in the Global Movement. 

 

Understanding the three Prague blocks (the Italians tute bianche, the blue block of 

German autonomous, and the pink block), the Disobbedienti movement in Italy, the 

occupied social centres in Spain, the tactics of sabotage against the war in United Kingdom, 

in Greece, in Belgium etc., it is very important trying to build a theory in studying the 

Autonomous sector of Global Movement. 

 

For this theoretical work, we think that Rosa is indispensable.  

 

We want to finish citing the Madrid experience against the war in March 2003 and the 

13th March revolt in 2004 just after the bomb attacks on the trains against worker civil 

population on 11
th
 March 2004.  

 

The demonstration against the war on 15
th
 February 2003 in Madrid was immense 

(probably more than 1 million people). However, for us the actions in the following month 

were more interesting. The day after ‘allied’ bombardment started against Iraq, students 

occupied the main streets of Madrid without authorisation. That night, thousands of people 

were in front of the Spanish parliament (this is absolutely illegal in Spain). In those days, 

representatives of the governing Partido Popular were insulted and harassed in all the 

ceremonies they participated in.  



 

This spontaneous dynamic was beyond ordinary political parties’ experience. For this 

once the Aznar Government was nervous because it was very difficult to control this 

movement. As we explain elsewhere (Iglesias 2005), most of these features were similar to 

the Global Movement actions developed since Seattle in Europe. The 5 thesis that we cited 

previously could be applied. 

The mobilisation process was able to define a struggle not only against the Spanish 

government’s foreign policy but also against the system that produces those wars. The 

process of struggle allowed the “new new left” to understand the keys to open new doors. 

 

The revolt against the PP government two days after the bomb attacks and one day 

before the general elections showed again this Madrid against the war. Maybe this 

mobilisation in front of the PP’s head office had some importance in the electoral debacle 

of PP, but, in our opinion, this is not the main point. 

 

That demonstration was an alive expression of a tension between antagonism and the 

political system. Even Zapatero’s Socialist Party and its related media called on the people 

to go home in the middle of a context where a coup d'etat was not an altogether unreal 

possibility. But the people occupied the main streets of Madrid from 6pm on 13
th
 March to 

6am the day after (the day of the elections). 

 

As Rosa knew, democratic resistance always comes from outside the system. That was 

the Madrid lesson 13
th
 March 2004.  

 

The Global Movement that had its mediatic and fighting baptism in Seattle 1999 and 

its inflexion point in Genoa 2001, has in the autonomy of its diverse and different 

components and in the direct action not integrated in the systemic structures its 

identification signs, but mainly in its permanent construction through the consecutive 

battles against the capitalist command processes and its institutions. Here is where the 

necessary tribute to the autonomy great-grandmother. When the other world becomes 

possible precisely showing here and now the possibility of challenging the old one, we have 

to remember Rosa Luxemburg talking about a class that creates itself by fighting, as well as 

Negri when pointing out that the proletariat exists as much as it negates its dialectical 

contraposition: the capitalist exploitation. 

 

Acknowledgements: 
 

We would like to thank Ulrich Oslender, Paola Toschi and José Mogollón Lee. 

Without their help, this paper would not have been possible. Special recognition for the 

contribution of Raúl Sánchez Cedillo, whose facilitation of literature has been essential. We 

would also like to thanks J.A. Errejón (Indigo’s father) and J. Iglesias (Pablo’s father) for 

their constructive critique and comments. This paper is dedicated to the Spanish’s old 

freedom fighters and theirs sons who continue the same struggle. 

 

 

REFERENCES CITED: 

 



-Arrighi, G., Hopkins, T. K., Wallerstein, I. (1999): Movimientos antisistémicos. Akal. 

Cuestiones de antagonismo, Madrid. [(1989): Antisystemic Movements. London: Verso]. 

 

-Aguiton, C. (2001): Il mondo ci appartiene. I nuovi movimenti sociali. Feltrinelli, Milán. 

 

-Casarini, L. (2002): “Disobbedienza-Violenza”. In Casarini and Others: Un altro mondo in 

costruzione. Le idee del Movimento globale . Baldini&Castoldi, Milan, pp. 69-76. 

 

-Della Porta, D. and Tarrow, S. (eds.) (2004): Transnational Global Activism, Rowman and 

Littlefield. 

 

-Della Porta, D. and Mosca, L. (2003): “Globalizzazione e movimenti sociali: una 

introduzione”. In Della Porta (Ed.): Globalizzazione e movimenti sociali. Manifestolibri, 

Roma pp- 7-20. 

 

-Feijoo, C. (2004): “Rosa Luxemburgo y la democracia socialista”. In Revista Lucha de 

Clases, number 2.  

 

-Gerhards, J. y Rucht, D. (1992): “Organizing and Framing in Two Protest Campaigns in 

West Germany”. The American Journal of Sociology, vol. 98, number 3, pp. 555-595. 

 

-Guadalupe Gandarilla, J. (2001): “Rosa Luxemburgo: Teoría y práctica de la acción 

revolucionaria”. In http://www.profesionalespcm.org/_php/MuestraArticulo2.php?id=313 

(Access: 12/01/2005). 

 

-Herreros, T. (2004): “Moviments i cicles de protesta: El cicle de protesta del Capitalisme 

global, 1994-2003”. Paper presented at the VIII Congreso Español de Sociología, Alicante. 

 

-Iglesias Turrión, P. (2000): “La lección de Praga”. Rebelión, 10 October. In 

www.rebelion.org/economia/turrion101000 (Access:10/10/02). 

 

-(2002): “Dessobediencia civil y Movimiento antiglobalización”. Revista telemática de 

Filosofía del Derecho, number 5. In 

www.filosofiayderecho.com/rtfd/numero5/desobediencia3.htm (Access: 5/12/04). 

 

-(2004a): “Los indios que invadieron Europa. La influencia del E.Z.L.N. en las formas de 

acción colectiva de los movimientos globales. Los tute bianche”. Actas del X Encuentro de 

latinoamericanistas españoles. Identidad y multiculturalidad: la construcción de espacios 

iberoamericanos. Universidad de Salamanca, May 2004. In 

http://www.sindominio.net/~pablo/trabajos/Ponencia%20Congreso%20Salamanca%20-

%20Mayo% (Access: 17/10/04). 

 

-(2004b): “The Global movement's strategies. New forms of collective action in the control 

of urban space in protests against international organisations. The anti-summit model”. 

Paper presented at the ESRC/RSGS Advanced Research Training in Human Geogrphy, 

Kindrogan Field Centre, 4-7 September 2004. 

 



-(2004c): “Los Movimientos Globales de Seattle a Praga. El modelo contracumbre como 

nueva forma de acción colectiva”. Transactions VIII Congreso de la Federación española 

de Sociología, September 2004, Alicante. In 

http://www.sindominio.net/~pablo/trabajos/2004-Ponencia-Modelo%20contracumbre 

(Access: 17/10/04). 

 

-(2005): “Un nuevo poder en las calles. Repertorios de acción colectiva del Movimiento 

Global en Europa. El modelo de Berlín”. Política y Sociedad 2005. In press. 

 

-Lenin, V.I.U., (1997): El Estado y la Revolución. Fundación Federico Engels Madrid. 

 

-Luxemburg, R. (1976 [1914]): La crisis de la Socialdemocracia. Anagrama, Barcelona. 

 

-(1977): Escritos políticos. Grijalbo, Barcelona. 

 

-(1978 [1896-98]): Reforma o Revolución. Akal, Madrid. 

 

-(1978 [1918]): “Que se propone la Liga Espartaco”. In Obras escogidas. Biblioteca de 

textos socialistas number 5, Editorial Ayuso, Madrid, pp. 151-161. 

 

-(1978 [1922]): “La revolución rusa”. In Obras escogidas. Biblioteca de textos socialistas 

number 5, Editorial Ayuso, Madrid, pp. 117-150. 

 

-Marx, K. (1972 [1931]): Elementos fundamentales para la crítica de la economía política 

(borrador) 1857-1858. Vol. 2, Siglo XXI. México. 

 

-McCarthy, J. D. (1977): “Resource of Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial 

Theory”. The American Journal of Sociology, vol. 82, number 6, pp. 1212-1241. 

 

-Melucci, A. (1994): “Asumir un compromiso: identidad y movilización en los 

movimientos sociales”. In Revilla, M.: Movimientos sociales, acción e identidad. Zona 

Abierta, número 69, pp. 153-180. [Melucci, A. (1988): “Getting Involved: Identity and 

Mobilization in Social Movements”. In Klandermans, B., Kriesi, H. and Tarrow, S. 

(comps.): From Structure to Action. Comparing Social Movement Research Across 

Cultures, Greenwich: JAI Press, pp- 329-348]. 

 

-Mezzadra, S. and Raimondi, F. (2002): “Más allá de Génova, más allá de Nueva York. 

Tesis sobre el movimiento global”. Contrapoder, number 6, pp. 21-34. 

 

-Negri, A. and Guattari, F. (1999): Las verdades nómadas & General Intellect, Poder 

Constituyente, Comunismo. Akal, Madrid. 

 

-Negri, A. and Hardt, M. (2002): Imperio. Paidós, Barcelona. [(2000): Empire. Cambridge, 

Mass., Harvard University Press]. 

 

-Negri, A. (2001) Marx más allá de Marx. Akal, cuestiones de antagonismo. Madrid. 

 



-(2002): “Che farne del che fare? ovvero: il corpo del general intellect”. Posse, May 

number, pp. 123-133. 

 

-Pérez Ledesma, M. (1994): “Cuando lleguen los días de la cólera (Movimientos sociales, 

teoría e historia)”. In Revilla, M.: Movimientos sociales, acción e identidad. Zona Abierta, 

number 69, pp. 51-120. 

 

-Ross, R.J.S. (2004): “From Antisweatshop to Global Justice to Antiwar: How the new 

New Left is the Same and Different From the old New Left”. Journal of World-Systems 

Research, vol. X, number I, Winter 2004, pp. 287-319. 

 

-Snow, David A., Rochford Jr., E. Burke, Worden, Steven K., Benford, Robert D. (1986): 

“Frame alignment processes, micromobilization, and movement participation”. American 

Sociological Review, 51: 464-481. 

 

-Sorel, G., (2004[1918]): El sindicalismo revolucionario. In 

http://www.antorcha.net/biblioteca_virtual/filosofia/sorel/sorel.html (Access:12/12/04). 

 

-Tarrow, S. (2004): El poder en movimiento. Los movimientos sociales, la acción colectiva 

y la política. Segunda edición, Alianza Ensayo, Madrid. [(1998) Power in Movement: 

Social Movements and Contencious Politics. New York/Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 

Press. 2nd ed.]. 

 

-Tilly, Ch. (1986): The contentious French: Four Centuries of popular Struggle.  Harvard 

University Press, Cambridge, Mass. 

 

-Viejo Viñas, R. (1999): “La organización del movimiento. Notas provisorias sobre el 

partido en el pensamiento vivo de Rosa Luxemburg”. In Autonomía Social:  

http://usuarios.lycos.es/pete_baumann/Luxemburg.htm , (Access: 15/12/04). 

 



Luxemburgism
Luxemburgism is a variant of Marxist revolutionary theory based on the writings of
Rosa Luxemburg. According to M. K. Dziewanowski, the term was originally
coined by Bolshevik leaders denouncing the deviations of Luxemburg's followers
from traditional Leninism, but it has since been adopted by her followers
themselves.

Luxemburgism is a Marxist tendency within Libertarian Marxism which, while
supporting the Russian Revolution, as Luxemburg did, agrees with her criticisms of
the politics of the Bolsheviks.

Luxemburgist theory
Democratic revolutionary socialism
Opposition to imperialist war and capitalism
Criticism of Leninism
Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation

Present-day Luxemburgism
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The chief tenets of Luxemburgism are a commitment to democracy and the necessity of the revolution taking place as soon as
possible. In this regard, it is similar to Council Communism, but differs in that, for example, Luxemburgists do not reject elections by
principle. It resembles anarchism in its insistence that only relying on the people themselves as opposed to their leaders can avoid an
authoritarian society, but differs in that it sees the importance of a revolutionary party, and mainly the centrality of the working class
in the revolutionary struggle. It resembles Trotskyism in its opposition to the totalitarianism of Stalinist government while
simultaneously avoiding the reformist politics of Social Democracy, and believing in a vanguard party but differs from Trotskyism in
arguing that Lenin and Trotsky also made undemocratic errors as well as different views on national self-determination.

Luxemburg's idea of democracy, which Stanley Aronowitz calls "generalized democracy in an unarticulated form", represents
Luxemburgism'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 Luxembourgian democracy is one reason for its initial difficulty in gaining
widespread support. However, since the fall of the Soviet Union, Luxemburgism has been seen by some socialist thinkers as a way to
avoid the totalitarianism of Stalinism. Early on, Luxemburg attacked undemocratic tendencies present in the Russian Revolution:

Rosa Luxemburg, the ideological
mother of Luxemburgism.

Contents

Luxemburgist theory

Democratic revolutionary socialism

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marxist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Luxemburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Kamil_Dziewanowski
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolshevik
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leninism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Libertarian_Marxism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_Revolution_(1917)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_Communism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anarchism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vanguard_party
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Working_class
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trotskyism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Totalitarianism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stalinist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lenin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trotsky
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Luxembourg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanley_Aronowitz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communist_Party
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl_Marx
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emancipation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politics_of_Luxembourg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soviet_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Rosa_Luxemburg.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rosa_Luxemburg


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.)"[1]

The strategic contribution of Luxemburgism is principally based on her insistence 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."[2]

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.

In "The Russian Revolution", written in a German jail during World War I, Luxemburg critiqued Bolsheviks' absolutist political
practice and opportunist policies—i.e., their suppression of the Constituent Assembly in January 1918, their support for the partition
of the old feudal estates to the peasant communes. She derived this critique from Marx's original concept of the "revolution in
permanence." Marx outlines this strategy in his March 1850 "Address of the Central Committee to the Communist League." As
opposed to the Bolsheviks' neo-Blanquist interpretation of permanent revolution, Marx argued that the role of the working class
revolutionary party was not to create a one-party state, nor to give away land—even in semi-feudal countries like Germany in 1850,
or Russia in 1917, where the working class was in the minority.

Rather, Marx argued that the role of the working class was, within structures of radical democracy, to organize, arm and defend
themselves in workers' councils and militias, to campaign for their own socialist political program, to expand workers' rights, and to
seize and farm collectively the feudal estates. Because the Bolsheviks failed to fulfil this Marxian program, Luxemburg argued, the
Revolution bureaucratized, the cities starved, and the peasant soldiers in the Army were demoralized and deserted in order to get back
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home for the land grab. Thus the Germans easily invaded and took Ukraine. They justified this, during the Brest-Litovsk treaty
negotiations, in the very same terms of "national self-determination" (for the Ukrainian bourgeoisie) that the Bolsheviks had
promoted as an aid to socialist revolution, and that Luxemburg critiqued, years earlier, in her "The National Question," and in this
document.

Luxemburg criticized Lenin's ideas on how to organize a revolutionary party as likely to lead to a loss of internal democracy and the
domination of the party by a few leaders. Ironically, in her most famous attack on Lenin's views, the 1904 Organizational Questions
of the Russian Social Democracy, or, Leninism or Marxism?,[3] a response to Lenin's 1903 What Is To Be Done?, Luxemburg was
more worried that the authoritarianism she saw in Leninism would lead to sectarianism and irrelevancy than that it would lead to a
dictatorship after a successful revolution - although she also warned of the latter danger. Luxemburg died before Stalin's assumption
of power, and never had a chance to come up with a complete theory of Stalinism, but her criticisms of the Bolsheviks have been
taken up by many writers in their arguments about the origins of Stalinism, including many who are otherwise far from
Luxemburgism.

Rosa Luxemburg also criticized Lenin's views on the right of the oppressed nations of the former Czarist Empire to self-
determination. She saw this as a ready-made formula for imperialist intervention in those countries on behalf of bourgeois forces
hostile to socialism. Proponents of Lenin's position on the nationalities argue that it was in fact what brought many members of the
different nationalities of the former Czarist Empire together in supporting the Bolshevik-led revolution.

The Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation was the central feature of Rosa Luxemburg's political philosophy, wherein
"spontaneity" is a grass roots, even anarchistic, 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 there is an elementary, spontaneous class struggle from which class struggle evolves 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."[4]

Organisation mediates spontaneity; organisation must mediate spontaneity. It would be wrong to accuse Rosa Luxemburg of holding
"spontaneism" as an abstraction. She developed the Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation under the influence of mass strikes in
Europe, especially the Russian Revolution of 1905. Unlike the social democratic orthodoxy of the Second International, she did not
regard organisation as 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."[5]

Dialectic of Spontaneity and Organisation
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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."[6]

As of 2014 very few active Luxemburgist revolutionary movements exist. Two small
international networks claim to be 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 Luxemburgism as a
corrective to revolutionary theory.[7] In 2002 ten thousand people marched in Berlin
for Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht and another 90,000 people laid carnations
on their graves.[8]

Many socialists, whether they regard themselves as Luxemburgist or not, see Rosa
Luxemburg as a martyr for revolutionary socialism. For Luxemburgists, her stalwart
dedication to democracy and vigorous repudiation of capitalism exemplifies the
socialist concept of democracy that they view as the essential element of socialism
rather than as a contradiction of it. Many socialist currents today, particularly
Trotskyists and left communists, consider Rosa Luxemburg to have had an important
influence on their theory and politics. However, while respecting Luxemburg, these
organizations do not consider themselves "Luxemburgist".
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4. In a Revolutionary Hour: What Next?, Collected Works 1.2, p.554
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This tendency map was produced by Chris Wright for endpage.com,
now part of the libcom.org library - it is designed to trace some of the
important tendencies in libertarian Marxism. Contains a brief written
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graphic map.

To help navigate the site, this is a rough, textual "family tree" of libertarian

Marxism. Please refer to the Companion Map for a graphical guide to these

currents

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, especially Marx's work. Of interest, though little

read, are the minutes from the International Working Men's Association.

Out of Social Democracy (1880-1918) arise Rosa Luxemburg and the Council

Communists, especially Anton Pannekoek, Otto Ruhle, Herman Gorter, and

Sylvia Pankhurst. There seems to have been little cross fertilisation between

Luxemburg and the Councilists and Luxemburg's ideas are only really picked

up and built upon thirty years after her death in 1919. The early councilists are

followed later by the G.I.K. (trans: Group of Internationalist Communists), Henk

Canne Meijer, Cajo Brendel and Paul Mattick, Sr. Council Communism formed

a distinct tendency beginning in WWI and continuing through the current period,

though the original councilists had no significant organisational presence after

the dissolution of the KAPD (German Communist Workers' Party). There would

be a resurgence of councilist groups and ideas in the 1960's, however, through

the Situationist International, Root and Branch in the United States and the

ICL/ICO split from Socialisme ou Barbarie and their various offshoots.

Alongside and sometimes connected to the councilists were the early Hegelian

Marxists, Gyorgy Lukacs (a council communist himself from 1918-21 or 22),

Karl Korsch (who turned to council communism in the '30's), Evgeny

Pashukanis and I.I. Rubin, whose most important work happened largely from

1918-1928. They were not, however, the first Marxists to return to a serious

study of Hegel, as Lenin had begun that process in 1914, but his notebooks

were unknown to all but him and had little impact on Bolshevism's practice or

certain, critical aspects of Lenin's own theoretical work. Some current Hegelian

Marxists of note include Christopher J. Arthur, Cyril Smith and Paresh

Chattopadhyay, the latter two also influenced by Raya Dunayevskaya and

Marxist-Humanism (see below.)

During the 1920's, the next major development came from the critique of

Leninism and Stalinism by Amadeo Bordiga, who wrote the most cogent

analysis of Russia as a capitalist society (until the 1940's) in 1926. Bordiga
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remained theoretically active, more or less, until his death and his works gave

rise to a handful of groups in France and Italy. The most well known of Bordiga-

influenced theorists include Jacques Camatte and Jean Barrot (Gilles Dauve).

In the 1930's, a new strain of more or less Hegelian Marxism developed in the

Frankfurt School, with Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin

and Bloch, influenced not only by Marx, but also by early Hegelian Marxism in

theory, but sometimes Leninism in practice. Though not a member of the

Frankfurt School, Henri Lefebvre deserves mention in this second wave of

Hegelian Marxism, and unlike the Frankfurt School, whose most important

works were written in the 1930's and '40's, Lefebvre continued his pioneering

work into the 1960's (for an interesting discussion of Lefebvre, see Lenin, Hegel

and Western Marxism, by Kevin Anderson.)

A major change took place in the 1940's, with the development of the Johnson-

Forest Tendency within U.S. Trotskyism. Though within Trotskyism until 1950,

the JFT, led by CLR James (Johnson), Raya Dunayevskaya (Forest) and Grace

Lee. They laid out the most significant critique of the Soviet Union as a capitalist

society since Bordiga, though unlike Bordiga they referred to it as state-

capitalist. Initially influenced mostly by Hegel, Marx and Lenin (having mostly

broken with Trotskyism by 1948), they conducted ground-breaking work in

reviving Marx's ideas and grappling concretely with the post-WWII world, and

opening up a new practice for revolutionaries. The 1956 preface to their 1950

text State Capitalism and World Revolution was signed by Cornelius

Castoriadas and Cajo Brendel, indicating some links with both the new ideas

abroad and the older Council Communist tradition, though no direct influence of

Council Communism ever seemed apparent in the offshoots of the JFT, maybe

due to their critical espousal of Lenin as one of the greatest revolutionary

theorists.

In 1953, Dunayevskaya split with Lee and James, leading to the formation of

Marxist-Humanism by Dunayevskaya (later solidified into the group News and

Letters), while James and Lee would go on to form a new group, Facing Reality,

which would eventually see the split between James and now Grace Lee-

Boggs. James' work would continue to influence other people through the

journal started by longtime co-revolutionary Martin Glaberman called "Radical

America", whose writers are a virtual "Who's Who" of the Marxist critique of

racism and white supremacy, including George Rawick and David Roediger.

The group Sojourner Truth was influenced by James' work and took up the

name of autonomist Marxism, but independent of James' practical

organisational efforts. The work of Noel Ignatiev and Race Traitor would form

the other well known tendency within the Marxist critique of white supremacy

through the theory of 'white skin privilege.'

Dunayevskaya and News and Letters have been influenced by the early

Hegelians and the Frankfurt School and themselves represent one of the more

vocal defenders of a Hegelian Marxism which they refer to as Marxist-

Humanism, having made theoretical contributions to the study of Marx and

Hegel and the post-Marx Marxist world, as well as innovative readings of Lenin

and issues of race, gender and sexuality. The group is also influenced by Rosa

Luxemburg and did much to resurrect her in the English-speaking world as a

major theorist.

At around the same time as the JFT split from Trotskyism, a group of French

Trotskyists around Claude LeFort and Cornelius Castoriadas broke with

Trotskyism and came to similar conclusions as the JFT. They formed Socialism

or Barbarism, and were influenced by the JFT's work on the miners' strikes in

the U.S. and by the pamphlet "The American Worker" written by Paul Romano

and Grace Lee-Boggs of the JFT. The group had two main tendencies, one

more councilist (around LeFort and Henri Simon) and another more Leninist

and connected for a while to CLR James (around Castoriadas.) In 1958, LeFort,

Simon and their tendency were kicked out, leading to the formation of several

different groups, like the ICL, the ICO and Echanges et Mouvement, in which

Simon is still active, and which have a heavily councilist orientation.

Socialism or Barbarism also had a large influence on a British group, Solidarity,

which would publish a number of good works on the Russian Revolution, the

May-June revolt in Paris in 1968 and other materials. Solidarity would also later

be influenced by the Situationist International.

The Situationists came out of an art-based group known as the Lettrist

libcom.org.

If you'd like to upload content to the library which

is in line with the aims of the site or will

otherwise be of interest to libcom users, please

check out our guides to submitting library/history

articles and tagging articles. If you're not sure if

something is appropriate for the library, please

ask in the feedback and content forum. If you

don't have permissions to post content yet, just

request it here.

Log in for more features

Click here to register now. Logged in users:

▶ Can comment on articles and discussions

▶ Get 'recent posts' refreshed more regularly

▶ Bookmark articles to your own reading list

▶ Use the site private messaging system

▶ Start forum discussions, submit articles, and

more...

A libertarian Marxist tendency map http://libcom.org/library/libertarian-marxist-tendency-map

2 of 5 2/24/2018, 4:02 PM



International in the late 1950's, whose most well-known members are Guy

Debord and Raoul Vaneigem. The Situationists took up both the Hegelian

Marxism of the early Hegelians and the Frankfurt School, the work of Henri

Lefebvre, with whom they had briefly good relations (something which is par for

the course for the Situationist International internally and externally), councilist

ideas and were influenced by Socialism or Barbarism. Debord and Vaneigem

wrote some of the most important and unique Marxist works of the second half

of the 20th century. Both Solidarity and a group called OJTR (Organisation des

Jeunes Travailleurs Revolutionarries), as well as the Open Marxism tendency,

were influenced by the SI.

In the 1950's and 1960's in Italy, a new tendency began to develop, eventually

known as Operaismo or Workerism, which launched a trenchant critique of

technological determinist readings of Marx's work, especially in the work of

Raniero Panzieri, Mario Tronti, Antonio Negri, Sergio Bologna and Romano

Alquati. Their work was influenced as well by the JFT, especially "The American

Worker". Over the course of many struggles, operaismo, through Negri and

Bologna and new thinkers like Mariarosa dalla Costa (who worked with Selma

James, CLR James' partner), would become, in the mid-1970's, transformed

into Autonomia. Operaismo and autonomia not only critiqued technicist

readings of Marx, but also notions of periodisation and the relation of labour to

capital, seeing in labour's resistance the fundamental dynamic of capitalist

society (hence the new periodisations of professional worker, mass worker, and

social worker.)

Operaismo and Autonomia influenced many different tendencies since and has

given rise to a new body of work sometimes referred to as 'autonomist

Marxism', including the work of Negri, Bologna, Dalla Costa, Sylvia Federici,

Harry Cleaver, Christian Marrazzi, Massimo de Angelis, Nick Dyer-Witheford,

Steve Wright, the ZeroWork journal and the Midnight Notes Collective, among

others.

Autonomist Marxism has been particularly influenced of late by Deleuze and

Guattari, French anarcho-communist philosophers who produced works

between the early 1960's and the 1990's. This has helped give Autonomist

Marxism a decidedly anti-Hegelian cast, looking rather towards a

Nietzschean/Spinozist Marxism also influenced by Foucault. This is the first

seriously non/anti-Hegelian tendency in libertarian Marxism since the 1920's.

Also formed in the late 1960's were groups of German Marxists, sometimes

referred to as the "post-'68ers", around people like Helmut Reichelt, Hans

Jurgen Krahl, Johannes Agnoli, and others. Their influences include Council

Communism, the early Hegelians, and the Frankfurt School.

Almost all of these tendencies have influenced the recent theoretical work of a

network of theorists originally grouped around the now-defunct journal Common

Sense and three volumes titled "Open Marxism", among other works. The main

proponents of this tendency include or have included Werner Bonefeld, John

Holloway, Simon Clarke, Richard Gunn, Kosmas Psychopedis, Adrian Wilding,

Peter Burnham, Mike Rooke and Johannes Agnoli. The close affinity of

autonomists and the Open Marxism folks has helped to give rise to the journal

The Commoner and much cross-fertilisation in publications and discussions.

Depending on who one talks to, Open Marxism includes autonomist Marxism or

autonomist Marxism includes Open Marxism, though the separation over the

importance of Hegel and the question of dialectic seems to provide a basic

grounds for differentiating the two tendencies.

In the 1980's and 90's, a series of other groups developed, influenced also by

much of the above work. The most notable are Kolinko, Kurasje and Wildcat in

Germany, Aufheben in England, Theorie Communiste in France, TPTG in

Greece and Kamunist Kranti in India. They are also connected to other groups

in other countries, merging autonomia, operaismo, Hegelian Marxism, the work

of the JFT, Open Marxism, the ICO, the Situationist International, anarchism

and post-68 German Marxism.

Obviously other libertarian Marxist persons and groups exist and existed, some

of whose work is brought together in the Libertarian Communist Library* as

well. This includes Collective Action Notes, Loren Goldner, and Antagonism

Press, among others (such as the aborted journal Autonomy in the U.S.)

* Was the endpage.com Subversive Texts Archive
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Comments

login or register to post comments

David in Atlanta

Oct 2 2009 01:51

Martin Glaberman did not start Radical America. The publication was a

collective project of Students for a Democratic Society, which outlasted SDS by

several years.The masthead of Vol. 1, Issue 2 shows Paul Buhle, Tom Cleaver,

Henry Haslach, Jr., J.M. Mewsahw and Don Slaughter as the editorial group.

http://dl.lib.brown.edu/pdfs/1124108641437108.pdf

Glaberman and the Johnson/Forest Tendency were influences on the faction of

SDS that supported and edited the journal and Glaberman was at least for a

time an associate editor but it is inaccurate to say he was the founder.

login or register to post

comments

fnbrill

Oct 2 2009 04:34

Also this ignores the Socialist Party of great Britain/Socialist Party of Canada login or register to post

comments

S2W

Oct 3 2009 11:43

Quote:

Deleuze and Guattari, French anarcho-communist philosophers

login or register to post

comments

husunzi

Oct 4 2009 06:24

Most of these links to the libcom library take me to blank pages. Seems to be

most but not all the links starting with http://libcom.org/library/ , such as

http://libcom.org/library/paresh-chattopadhyay , but if you change it to

http://libcom.org/tags/paresh-chattopadhyay it works.

Also, http://libcom.org/library/autonomy is not an archive of the journal

Autonomy, as implied by linking it here - it has one issue of the journal, but

several other things that just relate to the topic of autonomy.

Anyway, thanks for reposting this here and archiving endpage.com, along with

all the stuff from Geocities.

login or register to post

comments

Steven.

Oct 4 2009 16:01

Right, thanks for that, I guess I need to go through and update it. The links must

have broken in the big site upgrade a year or two ago.
login or register to post

comments

Red Marriott

Oct 6 2009 00:27

Quote:

Also this ignores the Socialist Party of great Britain/Socialist Party of

Canada

This is presumably because "libertarian Marxist tendency" is partly defined by

those who reject parliamentiarism. It is also concerned with theoretical

developments in this tendency, which would preclude the SPGB, as they've

login or register to post

comments
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basicly been saying the same thing for over 100 years now;

http://libcom.org/library/spgb-paul-petard

Khawaga

Dec 14 2009 04:35

The links in this article are still broken. login or register to post

comments

888

Dec 16 2010 20:22

This ignores the hidden influence of anarchism or at least that anarchists

reached similar positions years before these groups without needing loads of

theoretical guff to justify it
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Libertarianism is a set of political and philosophical views that emphasizes individual liberty
and voluntary association. In its political version, various schools of thought and traditions are
invoked on the origin, nature, and inviolability of human rights and on the legitimate functions
of government. In its philosophical version, libertarianism is defined as a metaphysical and
moral view of self-ownership, free will, and property rights. In U.S. circles, the term libertarian
denotes a political position that combines support for civil and economic liberties, and often a
foreign policy of noninterventionism. The basic idea of libertarianism is that the best way to
advance individual well-being, general prosperity, and social harmony is to maximize the
range of individual rights of free choice, thought, tolerance, and responsibility by expanding
the scope of human liberty while shrinking the role of government.

The origins of libertarianism reach back to the philosophy of Lao-tzu in ancient China, who
was an early advocate for individual liberties. Classical libertarianism originated in the 16th-
century writings of the French theorist Etienne de La Boetie and was further developed by
John Locke in England during the 17th century, who emphasized the right of self-ownership
as the basis for the rights to property and free choice. The original use of the term libertarian
was in Europe in the late 18th century; it first denoted those who believed in free will versus
determinism. In the 19th century, it came into parlance in France as a means to avoid being
called anarchists, whose publications were banned. In the United States, economic
libertarianism drew its roots from 19th-century classical liberalism, espoused by philosophers
such as John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Herbert Spencer, and
William Graham Sumner and economists such as Adam Smith, Jean-Baptiste Say, Frédéric
Bastiat, Thomas Malthus, David Ricardo, and John Stuart Mill. Their works generally based
their support of individual rights in natural law and utilitarianism as applied to free markets,
seen as a means to advancing economic and social progress.

These views were also popularized by Thomas Paine (in the United States) and William
Godwin (in England) during the late 1700s. Economic libertarianism throughout the 20th
century was advanced by both the Chicago School and the Austrian School, despite their
radically different approaches to economic analysis. Noted Chicago economists included
Frank Knight, George Stigler, Milton Friedman, and Gary Becker, while the most influential
members of the Austrian School were Carl Menger, Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Hayek, and
Joseph Schumpeter. Modern libertarianism was also given a boost by Ayn Rand’s objectivist
novels and other writings and by the publication in 1974 of the Harvard philosopher Robert
Nozick’s book Anarchy, State and Utopia, which developed a libertarian theory of rights to
show how a minimal state could spontaneously emerge without any violations of free choice.

This general set of views originated from a European political context of feudal monopolies
and urban guilds imposing controls and restrictions over the lives of ordinary citizens, ceding
to powerfully centralized states headed by kings who ruled by a “divine right” of authority. The
classical liberal view was to replace such centralized statist authority with a government based
on protection of individual liberties in economic, civil, and personal life, on the separation of
church and state, and on international peace as an antidote to imperialism. The primary
emphasis of libertarian views is on individual rights, personal freedom and responsibility, and
strict limits on (or the outright prevention of) any aggression by government or individuals.
From this perspective, the primary role of the state is to prevent, and never to initiate, the use
of force; most libertarians (save the anarchists) see the proper role of government as
restricted to the police, courts, and the military. The overall view is motivated by a utopian
vision of each individual being free to achieve his or her fullest potential, limited only by his or
her skills, cooperating for common interests, with no compulsory interference.
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Limited Role of Government

Libertarians can be classified into three groups based on their justifications for the limited role
of government: (1) those who base their beliefs on natural rights, (2) those who found them
on contracts, and (3) those who take a more pragmatic, consequentialist view. Rights theorists
and contractarians tend to believe that human actions should always be consensual and that
any use of aggressive force is a violation of rights, so they limit government to a defensive or
preventive use of force. Consequentialist libertarians share no overriding moral qualms about
the use of coercion, endorsing government actions that will likely improve efficiency and social
welfare results. According to Isaiah Berlin, most right-wing libertarians subscribe to a negative
view of liberty, against interference with others’ actions, but not to a positive view of freedom
that might include some paternalistic assistance for individuals’ self-determination and growth,
whereas left-wing libertarians favor a more egalitarian outcome than the market delivers, to be
achieved through a voluntarily organized redistribution of wealth. Libertarians can also be
divided into “minarchists,” supporting some minor role for government, and anarchists, seeing
no role for the state, with peace kept through voluntary consent.

The economics of libertarianism advocates free markets under laissez-faire capitalism,
buttressed either by the Chicago School version of “perfect competition” or the Austrian
School description of markets as an ongoing process of “creative destruction” through
entrepreneurial learning, innovation, and discovery. The libertarian social picture of freely
competitive markets is seductively benign, mutually advantageous, and progressive. In this
scenario, everyone wins, and no one is left out or behind, except perhaps indolent people
who will not help themselves. The general belief is that a libertarian system of laws supporting
individual liberty will lead to a spontaneous social order founded on free markets open to
mutual benefit. With no blocking of human creativity or achievement, this social process will
spill its bounties sufficiently onto everyone else so that, through a rapid development of
human knowledge and innovative activity, all will gain and prosper in a happy and peaceful
environment.

The intellectual fountainhead of the libertarian view is that individuals have an ontological and
normative primacy and that choices are the proper units of economic analysis. However, in
and across society, people are connected in diverse ways, sufficiently interdependent—
emotionally, intellectually, and consequentially—that the effects of all their actions spill out on
everyone else. So individualism may yield isolation and self-absorption, instead of social
linkages spreading out to benefit all. Does self-ownership bring a reluctance to aid others in
need? If so, one might see such immaturity as a threat to social cohesion. And how are social
standards imposed? Is shunning and peer pressure to be considered a use of “force” in
community settings? And what are the rights of animals or even children in this society? How
should people act collectively to block the spread of pandemics? If violations of rights occur,
what are the options for enforcement or retaliation? Does anything go? Ownership is not one-
dimensional in a complex society; it entails a whole bundle of rights. How are rights to be -
managed and defined, and by whom in this system? What about prior restraint against, or
rectification of, wrongs? How does one deal with the historical outcomes of violence in the
past, with all their enduring inequities? These are not trivial issues.

Left libertarians also have questioned the derivation of private property rights over external
goods from a self-ownership premise, since the outcome may need a fairer redistribution of
fruits than free markets supply. Noam Chomsky, a libertarian socialist, is scathing of fellow
libertarians for resisting government control while accepting the authoritarian domination by
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managers and owners over their employees. Libertarianism also appears to assume moral
behavior; if freedom is successful, it will be due to a widespread choice not to harm. However,
according to Frederic B. Jennings, ethical loss is endemic in a competitive frame, mandating a
means to identify and enforce standards of proper behavior. Will libertarian systems include a
social program of moral instruction, teaching citizens about ethical lifestyles and their
importance? What about racist discrimination or sexist treatment in a free market? Where do
property rights cede to honesty, openness, and fair dealings? If one sells to the general
public, do any conditions or restraints apply to one’s behavior other than no aggression or
fraud? Where do intellectual property rights fit into this scheme? Should knowledge be openly
shared or owned? What about the death penalty, inheritance, or abortion? Where do
libertarians stand on such issues of vital importance?

The Austrians depict a competitive market as a dynamic, constantly evolving process of
discovery and innovation, where large firms have virtues simply invisible to any static analysis
or equilibrium model; competition is here conceived as a process, not in terms of its
outcomes. Worse, in the presence of falling cost, there are no stable equilibria or efficiency
standards that apply in this situation, where the danger of corporate power abuse is
substantial and daunting.

Libertarianism, like any active philosophy, is still imperfect and incomplete. The idealism
inspires, though its simplism might disturb.

See alsoAltruism; Beliefs About Money; Common Goods (Renewable Resources);
Competition; Ethical Consumption; Liberation Theology

Frederic B. Jennings
http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781452206905.n409
10.4135/9781452206905.n409
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Socialist Metaphysics and
Luxemburg's Legacy
Michael J. Thompson

THEODOR ADORNO ONCE WROTE that tradition
is "unconscious remembrance."^ Adorno's
claim — wrought in superb dialectical fash-
ion — was intended as a critique of the rigid
structures of meaning and thought that
were inherited passively from the past. Lib-
eration from such thinking was possible only
through a consistently critical stance toward
accepted thought, even when the nature of
this thought was ostensibly "radical." We all
too often associate this problem of tradition
and its constraining character with conser-
vatism. But the debate that has arisen over
Stephen Bronner's article "Red Dreams" in
a previous issue of New Politics has shown
that the left is all too prone to this same
tendency. The debate currently underway
has gone, in my view, far beyond debating
the scholastic issues of Rosa Luxemburg's
thought and penetrated into the very heart
of contemporary socialist thought itself.

I should say from the inception that I
am not in opposition to Stephen's argument
as outlined in both his first article as well
as in his response to David Camfield and
Alan Johnson, even though I do have some
criticisms of his argument which I will ex-
press below. Stephen is an advisory editor
of the journal Logos, of which I am an edi-
tor, and was my teacher in graduate school
as well. But this does not mean that my con-
tribution to this debate should be construed
as anything other than a defense of the fea-
sibility of socialism and its ideals. I believe
that the current irrelevance of socialism and
the left more broadly in political thought
and public and social affairs is due largely
to the self-peripheralization of contempo-
rary socialist thought through an associa-

MiCHAEL J. THOMPSON is editor of the online jour-
nal Logos: A Journal of Modern Society and
Culture and a doctoral student in Political Sci-
ence at the Graduate Center, CUNY.

tion with anachronistic political ideas as
well as an unrealistic dependence upon out-
moded political strategies and "solutions" to
the problems of capitalism. This debate
must therefore be seen as a debate over the
modern meaning of socialism since the criti-
cisms of Stephen's views have, in my view,
serious implications for socialist thought in
the early 21"' century.

But my entry into the present debate
has been prompted not simply by the line
of argument on one issue over another but
on what I see as the expression of what I
will call here a socialist metaphysics: the
notion held by thinkers aligned with social-
ist politics that certain political ideas and
forms of social organization will guarantee
a liberatory course of history and that these
ideas and forms of social and political orga-
nization that have been held close to the
political tradition of socialism throughout
the 20'*' century are ahistorical, and
uncritically embraced. They therefore oper-
ate metaphysically, as ideas detached from
reality and the empirical truths of contem-
porary society in all its complexities. More
importantly, I see this as the one component
that has held socialist ideas back and pre-
vented them from properly engaging the
problems of modern capitalism and modem
liberalism. The reactions to Stephen's argu-
ment by Johnson and Camfield seem, in my
view, to be prime examples of socialist meta-
physics and it is that which I wish to ad-
dress first before engaging in some remarks
on Stephen's argument.

Socialism, Democracy
and the State

I WILL START BY ADDRESSING the problem of
the relationship between democracy and
socialism. The idea of democracy has been
one area where socialist metaphysics plays
itself out most strongly in this debate. This
is most evident in the discussion of workers
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councils as a form of democratic self-orga-
nization. Alan Johnson's discussion of work-
ers councils in his response to Stephen
harks hack to the most historically situated
forms of democratic participation that the
socialist tradition articulated. It was not at
all surprising to me to read a critical account
of Stephen's position, hut it was shocking
indeed to see the idea of workers councils
being advocated as late as the early 21^' cen-
tury.

The idea for the workers councils has
its roots in the Paris Commune and those
romantic associations still persist. But any
casual acquaintance with the literature on
workers councils paints a picture of them
being a road to democratic participation
only where parliamentary forms were not
historically present. In Russia, after the first
soviet formed in 1905 in St. Petershurg,
Trotsky wrote that the workers councils "or-
ganized the working masses, directed the
political strikes and demonstrations, armed
the workers, and protected the population
against pogroms."^ They served a purpose
that unions and the workers movement
would in nations that already had repuhli-
can governments. They were the fighting
organizations of workers and of peasants in
Russia and were progressive with respect
to Russian political history and to the
Tsarist state, hut there was, in general, a
refusal to grant the councils that same sta-
tus in western European nations.

Kautsky, in The Dictatorship of the Pro-
letariat, admitted that workers councils
were an impressive phenomenon, but was
opposed to them as a replacement of a fully
democratic state since the exclusion of the
bourgeoisie — at least in western nations
— would exclude and therehy disenfran-
chise a large portion of the puhlic. I see little
difference in modern America or Europe in
this regard. Karl Renner's argument against
the councils is perhaps most relevant here.
For Renner, both workers councils
(Arbeiterräte) and the less ambitious "fac-
tory councils" {Betriebsräte) or "works coun-
cils" were insufficient to produce a fully re-
alized political democracy since they were
composed of only one strata of society — the
proletariat — and would only be able to rep-
resent and handle limited sectional inter-
ests.^ Since workers were not a universal

class in all political affairs, workers coun-
cils were considered undemocratic from a
hroader political perspective once they were
scrutinized more closely from the stand-
point of more advanced political formations,
such as the liberal republican state in west-
ern Europe."*

But even more, the idea of workers
councils should be seen as sociologically out
of touch with all present political and eco-
nomic realities once we consider the prob-
lem that the "working class" has itself grown
increasingly heterogeneous with respect to
its interests as well as its relation to capi-
tal. Simply saying that the working class —
especially in advanced capitalist economies
— is defined by its relation to capital as
wage/income earners simplifies the true
prohlem that socialist ideas and institutions
face. Furthermore, it is no longer the case
that workers councils would he ahle to pro-
vide a more progressive form of democracy
than the expansion of liberal institutions
which presently exist. Democracy and so-
cialism, it seems to me, require the expan-
sion of democracy into the economic sphere.
Although this is not something Johnson
would deny, he is mistaken in seeing the
council system as a remedy to this problem.

At a deeper, more theoretical level, why
ought we to assume that workers councils
are a more profound realization of democ-
racy than the potentialities of the liberal
republican state? The expansion of liberal
institutions of accountability seem more
"democratic" than a vague conception of
workers councils which are (a) theoretically
fuzzy with little historical precedent and
have absolutely no appeal for modern work-
ers of any kind; and (b) simply impede the
development of socialist political ideas from
truly articulating institutional alternatives
to the present. I would add to Stephen's
question presented in his reply to show any
political force or party that has workers
councils on its agenda: "what segment of
society has even the slightest desire for such
organizations?" In place of a democracy de-
fined in terms of Russian soviets, it may be
more fruitful and much more appealing to
those who are not socialists, to work toward
pushing the liberal republican state to fur-
ther levels of democratic development.

The decentralized nature of direct
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democratic forms are tendencies in social-
ist and radical thought that hold socialist
politics back fiom evolving democratic in-
stitutions more suited for modem problems.
The bickering over councils seems more to
me to be over an archaic, vestigial piece of
history than over a truly realistic and even
desirable social alternative to what could
be achieved through the expansion of demo-
cratic institutions linked to a state bent to-
ward the realization of full political democ-
racy.

This brings me to David Camfield. The
problem ofthe state and democracy in so-
cialist thought is complex, but statements
such as the following deserve some dis-
cussion:

[T]he liberal state upon wbicb Bronner's
perspective ultimately depends is not a re-
liable vehicle for efforts to limit tbe power
of tbe market. Mass struggles — sucb as
those in France — have slowed neo-
liberalism's dismantling of tbe social pro-
grams provided by tbe state. But it is in-
creasingly evident tbat state power is an
integral and active dimension of global
capitalism's offensive.^

The retreat fiom, and the cynicism to-
ward the state as well as the move toward
direct democratic forms of organization is
at the same time a retreat from the notions
of universalism and accountability that so-
cialism and democracy have always privi-
leged. It is a retreat because these are not
institutional forms that can necessarily deal
with the other problems of governance be-
yond that ofthe workplace. There is no guar-
antee that the individuals that make up any
workers council will, for instance, be in-
clined to allow homosexuals to marry. What,
in other words, makes such non-state, even
anti-state, formations more receptive to
democratic ideas? Why should they be taken
seriously as alternatives to the liberal state?
There is no answer, let alone justification
given in either Camfield's or Johnson's re-
plies. Socialist ideas such as these are inad-
equate because they end up reducing all
political phenomena to the category of capi-
tal itself. To advocate workers councils and
to see the state as nothing more than a tool
of the interests of capital is to simulta-
neously emasculate the very power social-
ism would have at its disposal to work

against the effects and tendencies of capi-
tal. It is only through the powerful institu-
tions of the state — those that are demo-
cratically accountable — can the force of
capital be countered.

We should recall here Marx's critique
of Hegel's theory ofthe state. For Marx, the
state was not inherently anti-democratic
nor was it the creation and sole vehicle of
capital and the bourgeoisie, but its claim to
being the representative of the general in-
terest was merely a pretension. Economic
interests do define much of what the capi-
talist state does and how it acts, but this
does not in any way mean that the state per
se is the problem and that it should be re-
placed by romantic social forms promising
direct democracy. If anything, it implies the
requirement to further privilege the politi-
cal over the economic, as Stephen points out,
since it is only through this that the state
can be moved toward the promotion of the
general interest at the expense of particu-
lar interest. Indeed, Marx did see the Paris
Commune as a significant movement to-
ward a higher form of democracy, one that
was superior to that ofthe bourgeois repub-
lican state. But it is essential to point out
that this was not Marx's only position since
he did admit that universal suffrage granted
by the liberal state could become a potent
vehicle for working class interests and work-
ing class power.^ Similarly, Marx also saw
that the existence of democratic institutions
within the liberal state could provide a sub-
stitute for violent revolution.^

In addition, I am not sure that there
have been "mass struggles" in France for the
fight against the rolling back of welfare ben-
efits, although I would acknowledge that
mass movements have been able to show
the state that they are accountable to a large
number of people and that their policies
ought to reflect this fact. The state should
be seen as more than simply the evil twin
of capital; it also possesses the power to
transform social relations and expand the
political protection of the weak and disen-
franchised. Yes, the state works by means
of coercion at times, but who would deny
that the type of repression practiced by the
state in the 19"" and early 20"' centuries in
western democracies is a reality ofthe past
and not a definitive aspect of the modern
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liberal state?
By defining itself outside of the institu-

tions of the modern state, socialist goals
cannot be realized without an anachronis-
tic claim to revolution and a theoretically
weak and historically bankrupt reliance on
workers councils as some path toward so-
cialist democracy. Only once socialist ideas
come to grips with the political and eco-
nomic realities of the present will socialism
be able to take its place as a viable alterna-
tive to contemporary social and political life.
Only once we see that the outmoded claims
to workers councils and the abolition of the
state are practical impossibilities and theo-
retical cul-de-sacs will we see that social-
ism has yet to come into its own in the 21^'
century. Illusions as to the strategies of so-
cialist democracy should be dispensed with
and a more pragmatic politics needs to be
put in its place. Socialism may in fact re-
quire the political vision of utopia, but it
must prevent utopianism from infecting
socialist institutional proposals and tacti-
cal politics.

What seems to be missed by both
Johnson and Camfield is that — as Marx's
critique of Hegel's theory of the state ex-
pressed it — socialism was to emerge as the
result not of the abolition of the bourgeois
state, but as a result of the Aufhebung des
Staats, not Engels' "withering away" of the
state {der Staat stirb ab). Aufhebung mean-
ing transcendence through preservation
and destruction, there seems even less theo-
retical ground to continue to make such
naive arguments about the state and social-
ist strategy. The liberal republican state
needs to be seen in this context, and the de-
velopment and enhancement of social free-
doms fiom civil rights to workers rights in
the 20"" century are testament to this.

Radical Liberalism or Socialism?
Tms LEADS ME TO STEPHEN'S CLAIM of the pri-
macy of politics over economics. Indeed,
there is little question that the scientific
Marxism of the Second International is com-
pletely irrelevant both social scientifically
and politically. To accept a teleological ar-
gument for political change based upon eco-
nomic calculation and the collapse of capi-
talism under its own weight is similarly
absurd. But this does not mean a wholesale

privileging of politics over economics. Politi-
cal judgments alone, even buttressed by the
best ethical argumentation, cannot over-
come the material problems of scarcity and
distribution. Economics is more than a
merely descriptive enterprise, as Marx knew
full well; it is also a creative problem solver
in its own right and it requires a place be-
side politics as a means of overcoming the
problems of capitalism and the construction
of some satisfactory form of social democ-
racy.

Stephen leads us to believe that poli-
tics is now the one domain in which social-
ist goals can be achieved. Politics is seen as
the one area where social critique emanates
from and where the radical reformation of
society begins and ends. What happens, for
instance, once our political convictions lead
us to the conclusion that the production
process of capitalism is inherently "unethi-
cal" according to some socialist moral
stance? What happens when we want to
actually move ahead with ideas of "economic
justice," a fairly vague term today once we
consider that there is really no interest to
push for even a 35-hour work week, unions
are looked at askance, and the problems of
the environment are too big and too abstract
to mobilize everyday people to actually push
for even political attention to such issues? I
am not sure that the peripheral existence
of social movements privileging a class ideal
will get us anywhere in this regard. Even if
we were to push for full employment and
for a more egalitarian distribution of in-
comes and raise the quality of life for the
poor, this could conceivably still be achieved
within the boundaries of political liberalism.
Socialism would mean a more profound
transformation of economy and society. The
problem seems to me to be in the divergence
between the "clean hands" of political ideas
and ideals and the prescriptions they pro-
vide, and the "dirty" ones of social science,
economics and actual policy construction,
something the socialist tradition has always
shied away fiom due to its exclusion fiom
mainstream politics and to its own detri-
ment.

This has a deeper philosophical valence.
Marx, like Hegel before him, saw fieedom
not as the removal of barriers to one's self-
development; surely there are aspects of
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freedom that encompass that. More than
this, they saw that freedom was the insight
into necessity; that the overcoming of the
material problems that confront humanity
requires the scientific analysis of those prob-
lems. It is, in this sense, a partner to labor
in this sense since it serves to enhance that
capacity of humans to transform their en-
vironment. Economics is, in this sense, a
science of distribution, efficiency and pro-
duction; it is not simply the vulgar econom-
ics of the Second International and the gross
positivism of Marxism's "golden age." We
must remember that these material prob-
lems are often either detached from politi-
cal ideas (as in the case of Soviet economic
planning) or attached to simplified,
ahistorical social, psychological and politi-
cal categories (such as libertarianism or eco-
nomic liberalism). This means that a new,
critical political economy is needed just as
much as the need to reevaluate socialist
political ideals, as Stephen has made pains
to point out. A critical political economy that
can address the concerns of political and
economic democratic values and also find
the correct institutional referents for the
realization of such ideas. Without these in-
stitutions, political ideas can remain only
as abstractions. Regulative ideals are im-
portant, and a useful Kantian tool for get-
ting out of the Marxian problem of teleol-
ogy. But there is a limit to political ideas
alone, and a real need to overcome the prob-
lem of economic constraints. Socialism has
this as its primary concern over liberalism
which, by and large, has no problem with
capitalism as a system, only its inegalitar-
ian effects.

Kant and liberalism both see an oppo-
sition between the realm of freedom and the
realm of necessity. Practical reason and poli-
tics are distinct from the material world and
need not consider it in its rationale and op-
eration. Hegel and Marx are radical pre-
cisely because this metaphysics is defused.
Now, I should point out that I see that
Stephen's position is not wholly identical to
that of Kant and of modern liberalism — at
least up to a point. His broader point about
the importance of political ideas is well
taken as we see from his recent response:

Remembering tbe real acbievements of tbe

labor movement, tbe figbt for time, and for
tbe dignity of working people, gives social-
ist tbeory a book in reality. It places mod-
ern socialists in an anti-totalitarian tradi-
tion of radical reformism. It forces young
people botb to recognize structural con-
straints and tbe kind of struggle tbat was
required to introduce wbat was so often
derided as mere "legislation." It creates tbe
possibility of reconnecting tbeory witb prac-
tice. And — most important — it raises a
meaningful bope for socialist politics.̂

These are important moments in the
legacy of the left and its political push to-
ward enhanced freedoms and new political
possibilities. But it is not necessarily social-
ist in nature. To be sure, it can be argued
quite persuasively that the labor movement
and its gains as well as the civil rights move-
ment were moments of the historical expan-
sion and evolution of liberalism. The 40-hour
work week, the rights of blacks to vote and
sit on a bus like any other white citizen are
important gains, but are they inherently
socialist! I am not sure that the issues
Stephen points to are particularly socialist
even as they do point to important moments
of the struggle for freedom, recognition and
human dignity. If they are not, then there
is nothing in the mere idealism of political
notions such as freedom from constraint,
oppression, exploitation, etc., that cannot be
dealt with — at the popular level — by the
institutions and ideology of modern liberal-
ism.

It is also important to note that these
were political ideas that were, in a sense,
permitted by the capitalist economy. Capi-
tal certainly fought the existence of orga-
nized labor, and it was only through the
struggles of the labor movement — both in
the courts and on the streets themselves —
that modern liberalism was able to take
root.^ Similarly, the civil rights movement
restated the core principles that were in-
herent in the American Constitution from
its inception. What was needed at the time
was to fight against pre-liberal institutions
and attitudes that still plagued America and
prevented a deeper sense of democracy from
being realized.

But again, the problem of socialism is
not to merely draw a line from these
struggles to more grandiose political ideals.
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It is also to see that radical political ideas
can become concrete only insofar as the lib-
eral capitalist state can accommodate them.
The words are important here: insofar as
the liberal capitalist state can accommodate
them, not is willing to accommodate them.
This is a crucial concern; if socialism has at
its base the core principles of human free-
dom, the expansion of human and civil
rights, the elimination of an arbitrary exer-
cise of power and the accountability of eco-
nomic institutions as well as all political and
social ones, then we are faced with the di-
lemma of how far radical reformism can
proceed before we run into the boundary
conditions of modern capitalism and the
economic constraints it presents us with; a
boundary condition that will not be able to
inspire revolution, but one that will more
likely — due to the impact of reification and
the evaporation of class consciousness —
lead to a more servile acceptance of the sta-
tus quo.

We need not accept the vulgar Marxist
thesis about "base and superstructure." I
agree with Stephen that socialist theory re-
quires an emphasis on the relative au-
tonomy of political ideas, but the primacy
of the political over the scientific aspects of
social science does not take us very far. In-
deed, I would argue that the more we de-
tach a socialist politics from a critical po-
litical economy, the more we lapse into a
"radical liberalism," not a viable socialism.
It may be that books on political theory can
continue to debate the abstract notions of
freedom and the logical implications of such
and such a thesis on various political possi-
bilities. But this does not necessarily link
theory and practice. It may be that the most
realistic relation between theory and prac-
tice can manifest itself in the sphere of po-
litical-economic policies that can transform
social relations as well as those with the
natural environment. I would agree that
this is largely driven and inspired by politi-
cal ideas, but this does not get us past the
insuperable boundary of the economics of
capitalism. When Rosa Luxemburg argued,
and Stephen references this, that the power
of capital is a positive function of the orga-
nizational and ideological disunity of work-
ers, this was not merely a political state-
ment. Luxemburg also argued that the gains

achieved by unionized workers could always
be rolled back during a period of economic
recession. It is the existence of capital and
the way it organizes society around its own
logic that needs to be dealt with in the end.
In this sense, political ideas and political
movements are key; but there is also the
essential need to continue to open up
capitalism's "black box," as Marx did in
Capital, and not rely on the sphere of poli-
tics for all emancipatory solutions.

This is not pessimism but an honest and
intense realism. I am not calling into ques-
tion Stephen's understanding of socialism,
which I agree with in principle and very
much in substance as well. I am merely ar-
guing that the problem with privileging
political ideas over economic science leaves
us at the mercy of capitalism in the end,
not in a critical position with respect to it
and also that the essence of socialist trans-
formation consists in changes in both po-
litical as well as economic spheres, some-
thing Rudolf Hilferding knew all too well.
What I mean by this is that political ideals
need to be linked up to ways of managing
concrete economic problems. Thinkers from
Aristotle to Smith, Lavoisier, John Stuart
Mill and Marx himself have seen tbis to be
the case. Economic justice is, to a certain
extent, an issue of politics: redistribution
according to more "just" standards and more
participation in the workplace for laborers,
for example. But this brings us back to a
crucial concern: with the expansion of lib-
eralism, there is no longer a desire on the
part of laborers or on the part of young
people to take up these concerns. The
struggles against the World Trade Organi-
zation may show some that radical ideas
still have an ability to move younger people,
but it has also betrayed an ignorance of glo-
balization itself as well as a naïveté with
respect to larger political institutions and
has reached back to a certain anarchism
without purpose.

The separation of economics from poli-
tics is an aspect of neo-classical social scien-
tific thinking. In this sense, I wholly agree
with Abba Lemer's insight that economics
"has gained the title of the queen of the so-
cial sciences by choosing solved political prob-
lems as its domain."^" This applies mainly to
the methods of neo-classical thinking. A criti-
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cal political economy will he required to solve
the problems that capitalism creates and to
pose the institutional and policy alternatives
that socialist political ideals — such as those
that Stephen speaks of— will require for pro-
gressive social and political change. Social
critique with socialist goals cannot take on
the attributes that accompany the hourgeois
division of the social sciences. What we must
see is that economics, sociology, political sci-
ence and the speculative moments of ethics,
political theory and social philosophy all play
a crucial role in the course of social transfor-
mation and always have. The highlighting
of one of these with respect to any other re-
sults in one-sided analyses and an insuffi-
cient critique: rigidified technical analysis in
the case of economics, and political and so-
cial idealism in the case of theory and phi-
losophy.

I do not mean to confine socialist ideas
to the sphere of policy construction. I do
helieve that a crucial dialectic exists he-
tween ahstract political ideas and their ac-
tual translation into practice. This can be
done though policy, if such power were to
he at hand, hut it must also he "on the tahle"
when it comes to social movements as well.
The larger institutional context — eco-
nomic as well as political — needs to he
configured into any progressive social
movement and not left to theory alone. In-
deed, Stephen's point about linking social
movements around the notion of class is a
step toward unifying what is today a dis-
parate, fragmented and sectarian left. Eco-
nomics cannot he the answer to political

prohlems, but we must also realize that
dealing with capitalism and a deeply in-
grained liberalism requires deeper cri-
tiques and more realizable institutional
alternatives.
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