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PREFACE

In this pamphlet Rosa Luxemburg presented to the German
working class an analysis of those stormy events of the Russian Revo-
lution of 1905 which Lenin later characterised as “‘the dress rehearsal”
for the Revolution of 1917. The characteristic feature of the period
from 1895 to 1905 in the Russian Empire was the role played by the
mass strike in the struggles of the Russian proletariat against capital-
ism and Czarist despotism: strikes in which millions took part not
merely to win improvements in their standards of living but also to
gain great political objectives; great mass actions which brought
together and fused the various aspirations of the separate layers of
the proletarian mass into one sweeping anti-capitalist movement.

The idea of the general strike was not a new one, but here in
Russia for the first time it was rising up and developing in a new way,
and Rosa Luxemburg attempted to bring to the notice of the German
and West European workers the lessons to be learned therefrom.
In England the Chartists had experimented with the general strike in
1842 to force the government to grant a general franchise; in 1833
the Swedish workers tried it out on the same question; in 1903 Dutch
railwaymen began a political strike which developed into a general
strike: in 1904 a wave of violent strikes swept over Italy and street
fighting took place in several towns. At the time this pamphlet was
written, however, the prevailing ideas concerning the general strike
were either those of the Bakuninists who at their Congress at Geneva
in 1873 proclaimed the general strike as a weapon for starving out and
overthrowing the bourgeoisie by a mere cessation of work which
would result in a collapse of the social order; or, it was regarded as a
defensive weapon against reactionary attacks on working class poli-
tical rights. In either case it was regarded as a weapon that could be
brought out and brandished or hidden away on the orders of the
leaders, and at their whims and fancies.

Under pressure of the events in the Russian Empire and the effect
on the German workers of the object lessons in the use of the strike
weapon, the German Social Democratic Party was pushed into an
examination of the problems of the general strike. The Party Con-
gress at Jena in 1905 adopted a resolution, moved by August Bebel,
limiting the use of the general strike to the defence of the franchise;
nevertheless it here, for the first time, took official notice of the general
strike. The German Trade Union Congress at Cologne in 1905, on
the other hand, banned even a theoretical discussion of the general
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strike as “playing with fire”. In February 1906 the Central Com-
mittec of the Party came to a secret agreement with the Trade Union
leaders to allow the implications of the Jena Resolution to remain a
dead letter. Disappointed and disgusted with the attitude of the
Social Democratic and trade union leaderships whose interest in the
subject was little more than academic and little less than openly or
covertly treacherous and reactionary, Rosa Luxemburg, took up the

task of reopening the discussion and raising it to a higher level. She
had always favoured the political mass strike, but her practical ex-

perience in the working class movements in Germany and her native
Poland (then part of the Russian Empire) and her examination of the
wide-spread mass movements of the period from 1896 to 1905 in
Russia, brought her to a realization of the full significance of the mass
strike as the specific weapon of the proletariat in times of revolu-
tionary ferment: “in reality the mass strike does not produce the revo-
lution, but the revelution produces the mass strike”. The fruit of her
knowledge and experience she placed before the German working
class in the form of this pamphlet in 1906 just before the Social
Democratic Party Congress at Mannheim, expecting therewith not so
much to convert the leadership as to develop the “revolutionary
instinct” of the German workers which had led them to a renewed
interest in the problems of the mass strike under this impact of the
revolutionary actions of their class brothers across the Eastern frontier.

In pointing out the lessons of the Revolution of 1905 to the
German workers, Rosa Luxemburg had, necessarily, to deal with the
now all too familiar contention that the social and political conditions
in Russia and in Germany were widely different, and that the methods
of struggle suitable for the one country would not be suitable for the
other. She points out that in spite of a parliamentary regime in
Germany and a despotic regime in Russia, the legality of working
class parties and trade unions in Germany and their illegality in
Czarist Russia, there nevertheless exist wide layers of the proletarian
mass in Germany, just as in Russia, for whom de jure political
rights have no meaning at all, whole sections which still remain out-
side the trade union and party organizations, whole sections which
still remain in material and cultural poverty and frustration. When
and how will these millions be roused to political consciousness to
make use of even the limited political rights available to them ?
When and how will the material level of existence of these nether-
most layers be raised to that extent that would enable them to take
an interest in political and cultural matters?
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“In order to carry through a direct political struggle as a mass,
the proletariat must first be assembled as a mass”. Rosa Luxem-
burg’s analysis shows how the social and political conditions of the
Russian proletariat propelled them, without the help of any estab-
lished organizations of their own, to take their fate into their own
hands, and in the course of their struggle and from the lessons of that
struggle to build up their own organizations and awaken and mobi-
lize the nethermost layers. The role played by the mass strike in this
self-education and self-organization of the Russian proletariat has its
lessons for the international proletariat too. For in this revolu-
tionary epoch, when the last pretences of bourgeois democracy are
being jettisoned by the ruling classes of a crumbling capitalist order
the social and political conditions of the proletarian struggle take on
an international similarity and significance in spite of local variations
in detail. The role of the mass strike in the education and organi-
zation of the proletariat is, therefore, not peculiar to Russia or ‘Rus-
sian conditions’ but is determined by “an international milieu whose
distinguishing characteristic is the ruin of bourgeois democracy”.
The lesson that Rosa Luxemburg would have us learn is that the
highest common factor in the education and organization of the pro-
letariat of all capitalist countries (whatever their stage of develop-
ment and the corresponding social and political conditions) is the
mass strike. She sums up her evaluation of the significance of the
new development of the strike weapon by the Russian proletariat:
“the mass strike is thus shown to be not a specifically Russian product
springing from absolutism, but a universal form of the proletarian class
struggle resulting from the present stage of capitalist development and
class relations.”

But, on the other hand the mass strike as shown to us in the
Russian Revolution is “not a crafty method discovered by subtle
reasoning for the purpose of making the struggle more effective”.
Rosa Luxemburg warns all those opportunists and adventurists who
think that the movement can be accelerated by the staging of strikes
on the orders of the leaders and at their will and pleasure that “it is
not by subjective criticism of the mass strike from the standpoint of
what is desirable, but only by the objective investigation of the sources
of the mass strike from the standpoint of what is historically inevitable
that the problem can be grasped or even discussed”. (Petit-bourgeois
sentimentalists and moralists and their representatives of the capitalist
press may also take note). And again, she tells the German workers,
“to fix beforehand the cause and the moment from and in which
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the mass strikes in Germany will break out is not in the power of
Social Democracy, because it is not in its power to bring about his-
torical situations by resolutions at party congresses”. But what the
party can and must do is “to make clear the political tendencies, when
once they appear, and to formulate them as a resolute and consistent
tactics”.

The correctness of Rosa Luxemburg’s evaluation of the role of
the mass strike in our revolutionary epoch, and the lessons it teaches
the international working class, is borne out by the historical events
which followed in the Czarist Empire: first by the setting up of the
Petersburg Soviet in the Revolution of 1905, and then, twelve years
later, by the part played by the Soviets in the Revolution of 1917 in
fusing the aspirations of the various sections of the Russian prole-
tariat into one common class action which shattered the power of
its capitalist oppressors and ushered in the world socialist revolution.

vi



ROSA LUXEMBURG

Rosa Luxemburg was born March 5th, 1871 at Zamosc in Poland.
Like many others among the Polish intellectual youth she was involved
in the revolutionary socialist movement from her school days. At the
age of 18 she was compelled to flee the country as her activities had
been discovered by the police. She entered the University of Zurich
(Switzerland) in 1889. Zurich was then an important centre of the
Polish and Russian emigration and Rosa was soon in the thick of the
emigre socialist movement. In 1893 she helped to found the Polish
Social Democratic Party.

Drawn to Germany, then regarded as the centre of the inter-
national working class movement, she joined the German Social
Democratic Party in 1898 just at the time when Bernstein was attack-
ing the fundamental principles of Marxism. Rosa entered the fray
against revisionism with a series of articles under the title “Social
Reform or Revolution”.

When the 1905 Revolution broke out in Russia her desire to
return to her native Poland was thwarted by illness. It was December
when she was smuggled over the Polish frontier and into the thick of
the fight. She was arrested on March 4th 1906 and imprisoned in the
Warsaw Citadel. Released in June, she retired to recuperate in Kuok-
kala in Finland where she wrote her pamphlet “The Mass Strike,
the Party and the Trade Unions™ in order to interpret the lessons of the
1905 Revolution for the German working class. In September 1906
she returned to Germany in time for the Social Democratic Party
Congress at Mannheim.

In 1907 at the London Conference of the Russian Social Demo-
cratic Party she supported the Bolsheviks against the Mensheviks
on all the key problems of the Russian Revolution. In the same
year at the Stuttgart Congress of the 2nd International, together with
Lenin she introduced the revolutionary anti-war resolution which
was adopted in essence by that Congress.

When war broke out in 1914 she took a revolutionary interna-
tionalist position from the outset, and this inevitably led her into
jail in February 1915. From jail she collaborated in the illegally
published “Spartacus Letters” and in the work of the Spartacus
League. In the spring of 1916 she wrote in jail under the pseudonym
of “Junius’ the famous pamphlet “The Crisis of Social Democracy”
in which she advocated the urgent need for creating a new Inter-
national.

vii



Freed from jail after the November 1918 Revolution in Ger-
many she joined Karl Liebknecht and founded the German Com-
munist Party, and was founder and editor of its central ‘'organ Rofe
Fahne (Red Banmer). After the crushing of the 1919 uprising in
Berlin Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht were arrested on January
15 and taken to the Eden Hotel for questioning. Here Liebknecht
was struck on the head with a rifle-buit, then taken away in a car,
given further treatment with a rifle-butt and finally shot in the head.
Shortly after Rosa Luxemburg was led out of the Hotel and at the
door was struck to the ground with a rifle-butt. Her skull was
smashed by two more blows. Half-dead, she was put into a car,
taken a short distance and finished off with a revolver shot in the
head at point-blank range. Her corpse was flung from the Liech-
tenstein Bridge into the Landwehr Canal from which it was not re-
covered until the following May.

In the words of her biographer, Paul Frolich, “her physical body
will never again take its place in the struggle for social revolution,
but no bonfire and no dictatorial order can destroy her ideas. They
live on in the minds of her adherents and in the masses of the pro-
letariat.” :
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ROSA LUXEMBURG

THE MASS STRIKE,
THE POLITICAL PARTY
AND
THE TRADE UNIONS

CHAPTER 1

THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION, ANARCHISM AND
THE GENERAL STRIKE

ALmosT all works and pronouncements of international Socialism
on the subject of the mass strike date from the time before the Russian
revolution, the first historical experiment on a very large scale with
this means of struggle. Tt is therefore evident that they are, for the
most part, out-of-date. Their standpoint is essentially that of Engels
who in 1873 wrote as follows in his criticism of the revolutionary
blundering of the Bakuninists in Spain:

“The general strike, in the Bakuninists’ programme, is the lever
which will be used for introducing the social revolution. One fine
morning all the workers in every industry in a country, or perhaps in
every country will cease work, and thereby compel the ruling classes
either to submit in about four weeks, or to launch an attack on the
workers so that the latter will have the right to defend themselves, and
may use the opportunity to overthrow the old society. The proposal
is by no means new: French and Belgian Socialists have paraded it
continually since 1848, but for all that it is of English origin. During
the rapid and powerful development of Chartism among the English
workers that followed the crisis of 1837, the ‘holy month’—a sus-
pension of work on a national scale!— was preached as early as 1839,
and was received with such favour that in July 1842 the factory work-
ers of the north of England attempted to carry it out. And at the
Congress of the Alliancists at Geneva on September 1st 1873,2 the
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general strike played a great part, but it was admitted on all sides that
to carry it out it was necessary to have a perfect organization of the
working class and a full war chest. And that is the crux of the quest-
ion. On the one hand, the governments, especially if they are en-
couraged by the workers’ abstention from political action, will never
allow the funds of the workers to become large enough, and on the
other hand, political events and the encroachments of the ruling classes
will bring about the liberation of the workers fong before the prole-
tariat get the length of forming this ideal organization and this colossal
reserve fund. But if they had these, they would not need to make use
of the roundabout way of the general strike in order to attain their
object.”*

Here we have the reasoning that was characteristic of the atti-
tude of international Social Democracy towards the mass strike in
the following decades. It is based on the Anarchist theory of the
general strike — that is, the theory of the general strike as a means of
inaugurating the social revolution, in contradistinction to the daily
political struggle of the working class — and exhausts itself in the
following simple dilemma: either the proletariat as a whole are not
‘yet in possession of the powerful organization and financial resources
‘required in which case they cannot carry through the general strike;
‘or they are already sufficiently well organized, in which case they do
not need the general strike. This reasoning is so simple and at first
‘glance so irrefutable that, for a quarter of a century, it has rendered
excellent service to the modern Labour movement as a logical weapon
against the Anarchist phantom and as a means of carrying the idea
of political struggle to the widest circles of the workers. The €nor-
mous strides taken by the labour movement in all capitalist countries
during the last twenty-five years are the most convincing evidence of the
value of the tactics of political struggle, which was insisted upon by
Marx and Engels in opposition to Bakuninism; and German Social
Democracy, in its position of vanguard of the entire international
Labour movement is not in the least the direct product of the consis-
tent and energetic application of these tactics.

' The Russian revolution has now effected a radical revision of the
above piece of reasoning. For the first time in the history of the class
struggle it has achieved a grandiose realization of the idea of the mass

* Friedrich Engels: The Bakuninists at Work from Der Volkstaat Oct. 3L
Nov. 2, 5, 1873. (See Marx and Engels Revolution in Spain — International
Publishers 1939, pp. 217-218 — Ed.) '
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strike and — as we shall discuss later — has even matured the general
strike and thereby opened a new epoch in the development of the
Labour movement. It does not, of course, follow from this that the
tactics of political struggle recommended by Marx and Engels was
false or that the criticism applied by them to Anarchism was incorrect.
On the contrary, it is the same train of ideas, the same method, the
Engels-Marxian tactics, which lay at the foundation of the previous
practice of the German Social Democracy, which now in the Russian
revolution are producing new factors and new conditions in the class
struggle. The Russian revolution, which is the first historical ex-
periment on the model of the mass strike, not merely does not afford
a vindication of Anarchism, but actually means the historical liqui-
dation of Anarchism. The sorry existence to which this mental tend-
ency was condemned in recent decades by the powerful development
of Social Democracy in Germany may, to a certain extent, be explained
by the exclusive dominion and long duration of the Parliamentary
period. A tendency patierned entirely upon the “first blow” and
“direct action”, a tendency “‘revolutionary” in the most naked, pitch-
fork sense, can only temporarily languish in the calm of the parlia-
mentarian day and, on a return of the period of direct open struggle,
can come to life again and unfold its inherent strength. Russia, in
particular, appeared to have become the experimental field for the
heroic deeds of Anarchism. A country in which the proletariat had
absolutely no political rights and extremely weak organizations, a
many-coloured complex of various sections of the population, a chaos
of conflicting interests, a low standard of education amongst the masses
of the people, extreme brutality in the use of violence on the part of
the prevailing regime — all this seemed as if created to raise Anarchism
to a sudden if perhaps short-lived power. And finally, Russia was the
historical birth place of Anarchism. But the fatherland of Bakunin
was to become the burial-place of its teachings. Not only did and
do the Anarchists in Russia not stand at the head of the mass strike
movement; not only does the whole political leadership of revolut-
ionary action and also of the mass strike lie in the hands of the Social
Democratic organizations, which are bitterly opposed as “bourgeois
parties” by the Russian Anarchists, or partly in the hands of such
Socialist organizations as are more or less influenced by the Social
Democracy and more or less approximate to it — such as the terrorist
party, the “Socialist Revolutionaries” — but the Anarchists simply
do not exist as a serious political tendency in the Russian revolution.
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Only in a small Lithuanian town with particularly difficult conditions
—a confused medley of different nationalities among the workers,
an extremely scattered condition of small-scale industry, a very severely
oppressed proletariat — in Bialostok, there is, amongst the seven or
eight different revolutionary groups a handful of half-grown “Anarch-
ists” who promote confusion and bewilderment amongst the workers
to the best of their ability; and lastly in Moscow, and perhaps in two
or three other towns, a handful of people of this kidney make them-
selves noticecable. But apart from these few “revolutionary” groups,
what is the actual role of Anarchism in the Russian revolution?
It has become the sign of the common thief and plunderer; a large
proportion of the innumerable thefts and acts of plunder of private
persons are carried out under the name of “Anarchist-Communism”
— acts which rise up like a troubled wave against the revolution in
every period of depression and in every period of temporary defensive.
Anarchism has become in the Russian revolution, not the theory of
the struggling proletariat, but the ideological sign-board of the counter-
revolutionary lumpenproletariat, who, like a school of sharks, swarm
in the wake of the battleship of the revolution. And therewith the
historical career of Anarchism is well-nigh ended.

On the other hand, the mass strike in Russia has been realised
not as a means of evading the political struggle of the working class,
and especially of parliamentarism, not as a means of jumping sud-
denly into the social revolution by means of a theatrical coup, but as a
means, firstly, of creating for the proletariat the conditions of the daily
political struggle and especially of parliamentarism. The revolut-
ionary struggle in Russia, in which mass strikes are the most im-
portant weapon is, by the working people, and above all by the pro-
letariat, conducted for those political rights and conditions whose
necessity and importance in the struggle for the emancipation of the
working class Marx and Engels first pointed out, and in opposition to
Anarchism fought for with all their might in the International.
Thus has historical dialectics, the rock on which the whole teaching
of Marxian Socialism rests, brought it about that today Anarchism,
with which the idea of the mass strike is indissolubly associated, has
itself come to be opposed to the mass strike in practice; while on the
contrary, the mass strike which, as the opposite of the political acti-
vity of the proletariat, was combatted appears today as the most
powerful weapon of the struggle for political rights. If, therefore,
the Russian revolution makes imperative a fundamental revision of
the old standpoint of Marxism on the question of the mass strike,
it is once again Marxism whose general methods and points of view
have thereby, in a new form, carried off the prize. The Moor’s
beloved can die only by the hand of the Moor.
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