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Introduction By Peter Hudis and Kevin B. Anderson 

On January 12, 2003, over 100,000 people attended a rally in the Berlin sub­

urb of Friedrichsfelde to commemorate the life and legacy of Rosa Luxem­

burg and Karl Liebknecht. It may come as a surprise that so many turned out 

to commemorate these figures, who had been murdered by proto-fascist 

forces eighty-four years earlier. Yet the turnout was not completely unexpect­

ed, since it occurred in the midst of growing opposition around the world 

to the new stage of military intervention signaled by the impending U.S. 

invasion of Iraq. Luxemburg and Liebknecht were among the most impor­

tant antimilitarist figures in European history, and it is a testament to their 

enduring legacy that so many continue view them as a rallying point amid the 

challenges of imperialist war and terrorism. 

The legacy of Rosa Luxemburg (1871-1919) extends far beyond her contri­
bution as an antimilitarist, however. Her life and work also speak to the search 

for a liberating alternative to the globalization of capital. More than any other 

Marxist of her generation, Luxemburg theorized capitalism's incessant drive 

for self-expansion, focusing especially on its destructive impact upon the tech­

nologically underdeveloped world. Her critique of capital's drive to destroy 

non-capitalist environments and her fervent opposition to imperialist expan­

sion has taken on new importance in light of the emergence of a new genera­

tion of activists and thinkers opposed to globalized capital. At the same time, 

her intense opposition to reformist compromise, bureaucratic intrigue, and 

elitist organizational methods speaks to the search for an anticapitalist alterna­

tive that avoids the repressive and hierarchical formations that have defined 
radical movements and efforts to create socialist societies over the past hun­

dred years. Her insistence on the need for revolutionary democracy after the 

seizure of power addresses some of the major unanswered questions of our 

time, such as: Is there an alternative to capitalism? Is it possible to stop global 
capital's drive for self-expansion without reproducing the horrors of bureau­

cracy and totalitarianism? Can humanity be free in an era defined by global­

ized capitalism and terrorism? Finally, her position as a woman leader and 

7 



8 THE ROSA LUXEMBURG READER 

theoretician in a largely male-dominated socialist movement has prompted 

some new reflections on gender and revolution. 

This Reader shows the full range of Luxemburg's contributions by includ­

ing for the first time in one volume substantial extracts from both her economic 

and political writings. Several key texts, here translated into English for the first 

time, deal with 1) the impact of capitalist globalization on precapitalist commu­

nal forms of social organization, 2) women's emancipation as an integral 

dimension of socialist transformation, and 3) critiques of the hierarchical orga­

nizational methods that have defined so much of the history of Marxism. Final­

ly, our selections from her correspondence attempt to convey her humanism 

and depth of vision. As a whole, this Reader aims to provide a resource for 

those trying to rethink the problems of radical social transformation today. 

I 

Rosa Luxemburg was one of the most original characters ever to participate 
in the socialist movement. Born on March 5, 1871, to a Jewish family in 
Zamosc, in the Russian-occupied part of Poland, she joined the revolution­

ary movement as a teenager, becoming active with Proletariat, one of the first 
organizations of Polish Marxists. She was smuggled out of Poland in 1889 

when the group was crushed by government forces. She attended the Univer­
sity of Zurich from 1889 to 1897, where she wrote a doctoral dissertation enti­

tled The Industrial Development of Poland. Her activity in Polish 
revolutionary emigre circles in Switzerland and France in the early and mid-

189os already displayed the characteristics of political independence and 

theoretical assertiveness for which she later became renowned. In 1893 she 

attended the Third Congress of the Second International in Zurich, where 
she encountered such luminaries as Frederick Engels and Georgi Plekhanov, 

the founder of Russian Marxism. She argued against national self-determina­

tion for Poland, insisting instead on "strict" proletarian internationalism-a 

position that placed her in direct opposition to the most prominent socialist 
figures of the time, as well as to Marx's own writings on Poland. 

It was also in Zurich, in 1890, that Luxemburg met the Polish revolution­

ary Leo Jogiches (1867-1919), who became her comrade and lover for the 

next seventeen years, and remained a close colleague until the end of her life. 

Jogiches, who joined the socialist movement in Vilna in 1885, was an out­
standing strategist and organizer in the Polish, the Russian, and later the Ger­

man, revolutionary movements. He worked closely with Luxemburg on 
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many fronts, from offering constructive commentary on drafts of her articles 

and essays to propagating their ideas through tireless behind-the-scenes 

organizational work in the revolutionary underground. As the Luxemburg 

scholar Felix Tych has noted, the importance ofjogiches' contributions have 

tended to be underestimated, in part because he published little under his 

own name. 1 Yet he too was an original character. Luxemburg's close friend, 

the socialist feminist Clara Zetkin, once noted that Jogiches "was one of 

those very masculine personalities-an extremely rare phenomenon these 

days-who can tolerate a great female personality."2 The passionate and 

stormy relationship between Luxemburg andjogiches, both during and after 

their period of intimacy, reveals much about Luxemburg as woman, as 

thinker, and as revolutionary. As she once noted, "I cleave to the idea that a 

woman's character doesn't show itself when love begins, but when it ends.":l 

Luxemburg's independent character came fully to the fore upon her move 

to Germany in 1898, where she became active in the German Social Democ­
ratic Party (SPD), then the largest socialist organization in the world. As a 

Polish-Jewish woman, she encountered considerable resentment and oppo­

sition from many party leaders, who referred to her in terms of a "guest who 

comes to us and spits in our parlor."4 Undeterred by such obstacles, she 

plunged directly into one of the most important disputes of the day, over 
Eduard Bernstein's effort to "revise" Marxism. 

At the time Bernstein was one of the leading figures in Marxism; Engels had 

designated him as his literary executor. It therefore came as a shock to see Bern­

stein argue in a series of articles in 1896-98 that the central theses of Marx's 

work were now out of date. Bernstein wrote that Marx's predictions about the 

inevitable breakdown and collapse of capitalism were no longer borne out by 

experience, as seen in the decreasing frequency of economic crises. He argued 

that the formation of the credit system, trusts, and monopolies showed that the 

"anarchy" of the capitalist market was being overcome and that capitalism was 

moving on its own towards "socialized" production. Bernstein also contended 
that the ability of trade unions to obtain higher wages would eventually sup­

press the rate of profit to the point where capitalist exploitation would come to 

an end without the need for a social revolution. He based his views on political 

as much as economic considerations. Bernstein argued that the growing power 

of Social Democracy, with the SPD having become a mass party with millions 

of members and supporters, showed that the capitalist order was capable of 
reform through legal and parliamentary means. He concluded, "For me the 

movement is everything, the goal is nothing." 
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Luxemburg's response to Bernstein in her Social Reform or Revolution 

( i899) remains one of the most creative answers to the illusions engendered 

by the apparent stability of capitalism. She argued that the achievement of 

legal or political equality under capitalism does not and cannot resolve the 

underlying social antagonisms of a system based on value production, class 

exploitation, and wage labor. She did not counterpose reform to revolution. 

She supported the extension of democratic rights through legal means. How­

ever, she argued that the achievement of genuine democracy was impossible 

within the framework of capitalist relations of production. As she later put it, 

"Social Democracy has always contended that 'full democracy, not formal 

democracy, but real and effective democracy,' is conceivable only when eco­

nomic and social equality, i.e., a socialist economic order, has become a reali­

ty .... On the other hand, the 'democracy' of a bourgeois national state is, in 
the last resort, always more or less humbug."s 

Luxemburg also argued that Bernstein's economic arguments were 

groundless, because he viewed society from the standpoint of the individual 

capitalist or individual units of capital rather than grasping capitalism as a 

totality. For instance, the credit system may enable individual firms to over­
come some of the "anarchic" features of market competition, but by helping 
to expand the productive apparatus, the credit system exacerbates the dis­

proportion in power and privilege between those who own capital versus 

those who are employed by it. "Socialized production" within capitalism, 

Luxemburg argued, does not free capital of its inherent contradictions, but 
only pushes them to a higher level. Furthermore, she argued, the "socialized 

production" achieved under capitalism is not sustainable. She wrote, "Capi­

tal, already pretty much 'socialized' through [capitalist] organization, will 

tend to revert again to the form of private capitaJ."6 By focusing on particular 

units or aspects of capital, instead of the nature of capitalism as a whole, 

Bernstein fell into the "vulgar empiricism" of mistaking temporary changes 

and variations in the system for the law of motion of capital itself. Far from 

stabilization, she wrote, one result of capitalist relations at the level of interna­

tional politics is the ever-greater danger of war, for developed capitalist 

nations "are states pushed to war precisely as a result of their equally 

advanced capitalist development."7 

Reform or Revolution provided Luxemburg with an instant reputation as a 

leading figure in the fight against reformist tendencies in the Second Interna­

tional. This, however, did not lead her to downplay the importance of defend­

ing democratic rights in existing society, as especially seen in her attitude to the 
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Dreyfus Affair. Luxemburg rarely commented on matters of concern to Jews, 

though she did contribute to the Jewish Bund's publication, Der Yiddische 
Arbeter, beginning in i899. Nevertheless, she fully supported the campaign to 

defend Captain Eduard Dreyfus from the anti-Semitic attacks of the French 

Right. In contrast to a number ofFrench Marxists, such as Jules Guesde-who 

refused to get involved in the controversy on the grounds that the Drefyus case 
had "nothing to do with the proletariat"-Luxemburg supported the French 

socialistJeanJaures in his passionate defense of Dreyfus. However, she did not 

agree with J aures that the ability of socialists and liberals to work together in 
the Dreyfus case defense showed that the political distance between them had 

narrowed. She fervently opposed any kind of "rotten compromise" with the 
liberal bourgeoisie, even when it brought socialists to power. In contrast to 

Jaures, Luxemburg sharply condemned the decision of French socialist leader 

Alexandre Millerand to join the government of Rene Waldeck-Rousseau as 

Minister of Labor in July igoo; the Minister of Defense in the same govern­
ment was the butcher of the Paris Commune, General Gaston de Gallifet. 

In i904, the Amsterdam Congress of the Second International con­
demned all forms of socialist participation in bourgeois governments. Lux­

emburg had a right to think that she had won the battle against revisionism. 

In fact, the reality was more complex. Bernstein was not off base in arguing 
that his revisionist views were in line with the SPD's actual practice. The 

SPD's reformist approach was seen in its reluctance to take a firm stand 

against imperialism and its increasing reliance on parliamentarianism. Yet the 

extent of its accommodation to existing society was papered over by the ten­

dency ofSPD leaders like August Behel and Karl Kautsky to lambaste "revi­
sionism" in theory, even as they accommodated it in practice. This duality 
was rooted in the structural position of the SPD as a mass party. What mat­

tered above everything to the leaders of the SPD was organization. The con­

tinuous growth of the party was seen as the condition for creating a socialist 

society, and as a measure of the waning of the capitalist order. As J. P. N ettl, 
author of the most comprehensive biography of Luxemburg put it, "The 
party's sole purpose was growth."8 Its overall outlook tended to merge 
together two things that were not necessarily the same, SPD membership 

growth and the proximity of systemic collapse. For as it turned out, SPD 

reformist policies helped in the long run to integrate parts of the working 

classes into the system. Luxemburg may have underestimated the dangers 
implied by the SPD's structural position, for she believed that mass pressure 

from below would eventually act as a corrective by forcing the party to the 
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Left. That is exactly what she felt was on the agenda when the 1905 Revolu­

tion erupted in Russia. 

Luxemburg had continued her work in the Polish and Russian movement 

while in Germany, heading (with Jogiches) the Social Democracy of the 

Kingdom of Poland (SDKP) and its successor party, the Social Democracy of 

the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL). She tried to affiliate the 
Polish organization to the Russian Social Democratic Party (RSDRP) and 

took an active role in the Russian revolutionary affairs. The emergence of 

outright revolution in Russia in 1905 gave all of this new urgency. At the Sep­

tember 1905 SPD Congress in Jena, she stated, "Day by day we are reading 
news of revolution in the papers, we are reading the dispatches, but it seems 

that some of us don't have eyes to see or ears to hear."9 She viewed the novel 

feature of the 1905 Revolution-the spontaneous emergence of the political 
mass strike-not only as a tactic for Russia, but also as the universal form of 

struggle for a future German revolution as well. With that in mind she went 
to Warsaw in December 1905 to participate in the revolution. 

Luxemburg's involvement in the revolution and her effort to draw out its 

lessons in The Mass Strike, the Party, and the Trade Unions (1906) complete­
ly shifted the terms of debate over the relation of "advanced" and "back­

ward" countries. No longer was industrially-developed Germany, with the 
best-organized socialist party in the world, considered to be more advanced 

than Russia, where a unified Marxist party (the RSDRP) had been formed 

only a few years earlier, in 1898. With the political mass strike, she held, the 

Russian workers were ahead of their counterparts in Western Europe in initi­
ating a new revolutionary perspective. Moreover, organization no longer took 
precedence over spontaneity: the spontaneous emergence of the mass strike 
as the engine of revolution, which was not anticipated by any organization, 

proved that "the masses do not exist to be schoolmastered."10 The unbridled 

radicalism of the Russian workers also convinced her that "revolution is 
everything, all else is bilge."11 She universalized the lessons of the revolution­

ary experience in the Mass Strike pamphlet, which she composed in 
Kuokkala, Finland, where she also had discussions with V. I. Lenin and other 
participants in the Revolution. 

Luxemburg and Lenin had a number of political differences, especially 

over the national question, given Lenin's support for self-determination of 
oppressed nations. Luxemburg also disagreed with what she considered to be 
Lenin's overemphasis on organizational centralism. Their views largely coin­

cided, however, on the 1905 Revolution and its international ramifications. In 
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not allow this topic to be discussed. She then sent it to Neue Zeit, edited by 

Kautsky. He too refused to publish it, on the grounds that her call for a demo­

cratic republic to replace the monarchy was "inappropriate." Kautsky was as 

determined as anyone to mute the Party's radical demands in order to regain 

its parliamentary strength. Luxemburg now hit back publicly, accusing him 

of opportunism. Reformism, she argued, permeated not only the revisionist 

wing of the SPD, but also the thinking of its most "orthodox" spokesman. 

While Kautsky wrote "heaven-storming theory," she contended, he was 

allowing for the most banal descent into parliamentarianism. 

In many respects Luxemburg's critique of Kautsky in the essay "Theory 

and Practice"16 was even more important than her critique of Bernstein in 
Reform or Revolution. Bernstein openly tried to revise Marxism by bringing 
theory into line with reformist practice. Kautsky, on the other hand, contin­

ued to claim adherence to revolutionary Marxism, even as he led the party 

down a reformist path. In her 1910 critique of Kautsky, Luxemburg antici­

pated the SPD's eventual betrayal of socialism in 1914. In 1910, however, very 

few understood the ramifications of her break with Kautsky. Many chalked it 

up to "personal" differences. For her trouble, Luxemburg earned the enmity 
of the top SPD leaders, who used blatantly sexist invective in their private, 
i.e. all-male, discussions of her. In a letter of August 10, 1910, to Kautsky, 

Bebe! let loose: "It is an odd thing about women. If their partialities or pas­

sions or vanities come anywhere into question and are not given considera­
tion, then even the most intelligent of them flies off the handle and becomes 

hostile to the point of absurdity. Love and hate lie side by side; a regulating 
reason does not exist."17 Behel, the author of the widely circulated hand­

book, Woman and Socialism, which had earned him a public reputation as a 

feminist, was here referring to both Luxemburg and Zetkin, who had allied 
herself with Luxemburg. 

Even Lenin stayed aloof during the Luxemburg-Kautsky dispute. 18 But 

for Luxemburg, a fundamental issue was involved in Kautsky's turn to the 

right: a growing refusal on the part of the SPD to take an active stand against 

imperialist expansion for the sake of short-term electoral gain. This became 
evident to her in the summer of 19n, when she sharply criticized Kautsky 
and the SPD leadership for failing to oppose German imperialist designs on 
Morocco. As she saw it, their pusillanimity was symptomatic of a failure on 

the part of established Marxism to grasp the inseparability of capitalism and 

imperialism and to take effective action against this new phenomenon. 
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II 

From the moment she entered the Marxist movement, Luxemburg was 

renowned as a principled internationalist. Even before the term "imperial­

ism" was coined, she wrote in 1899: 

Around 18951 a basic change occurred [in world politics]: the Japanese war opened 

the Chinese doors and European politics, driven by capitalist and state interests, 

intruded into Asia .... From that, the European antagonisms in Africa have received 

new impulses; there, too, the struggle is breaking out with new force (Fashoda, 

Delegoa, Madagascar). It's clear that the dismemberment of Asia and Africa is the 

final limit beyond which European politics no longer has room to unfold. There fol­

lows then another such squeeze as has just occurred in the Eastern question, and 

the European powers will have no choice other than throwing themselves on one 

another, until the period of the final crisis sets in within politics. 19 

In addition to attacking imperialism in general, in the ensuing years Luxem­

burg actively opposed German imperialism's effort to exterminate the Nama 

and Herero peoples in modern-day Namibia, insisting that "the Negroes in 

Africa with whose bodies the Europeans play a game of catch, are just as near 
to me" as the "suffering of thejews."20 

Beginning in 1907, when she was invited to teach at the SPD's party 

school in Berlin, an opportunity arose for her to analyze theoretically the 

ramifications of imperialism. In connection with her lectures on economic 

theory and history, she began working on a hook entitled Introduction to 

Political Economy, left unfinished at her death. Luxemburg biographer Paul 

Frolich writes that based on her correspondence, 

We know the general plan of the whole work, which was to have included 

the following chapters: 

1. What Is Economics? 

2. Social Labor. 

3. Economic-Historical Perspectives: Primitive Communist Society. 

4. Economic-Historical Perspectives: Feudal Economic System. 

5. Economic-Historical Perspectives: The Medieval Town and the Craft Guild. 

6. Commodity Production. 

7. Wage-Labor. 

8. The Profit of Capital. 

9. The Crisis. 



10. The Tendencies of Capitalist Development. 

In the summer of 1916 the first two chapters were ready for printing and all the 

other chapters already in draft. However, only chapters 1, 3, 6, 7, and 10 could be 

found among her literary remains. 21 

The surviving text, only a small part of which has ever been published in Eng­
lish, 22 runs some 250 printed pages. Far from a standard introduction to polit­

ical economy, about half of the surviving text, which has been published in 

German and French, concerns not early or modern capitalism, but "primitive 

communism" in a diverse group of precapitalist societies. These include not 
only early European societies like ancient Greece or the early Germanic 

tribes, but also a wide variety of non-Western societies, some of them still 

functioning, albeit in decline, in Luxemburg's own lifetime: the Russian mir 
(village community), the traditional villages of India, the Lunda Empire of 
South Central Africa, the Kabyles of North Africa, the Australian aborigines, 

the Borom of the Amazon, and the Inca Empire. In one of the few treatments 

to date of this part of Luxemburg's work, Michael Lowy writes: "In relying on 

the work of the Russian historian Maxim Kovalevsky, something in which 
Marx also had a lively interest, Rosa Luxemburg insisted on the universality 

of agrarian communism as a general form of human society at a certain level of 

development, that one finds just as easily among the American Indians, the 
Incas, the Aztecs, as among the Kabyles, the African tribes, and the Hindus. 

The Peruvian case seemed particularly significant to her."23 

Luxemburg was trying to grasp the external as well as internal factors that 
brought about the dissolution of precapitalist communal formations. Instead 

of emphasizing the "backwardness" of such formations, she singled out their 
"extraordinary tenacity and stability ... [their] elasticity and adaptability." 

"Communist ownership of the means of production," she wrote, "afforded, 
as the basis of a rigorously organized economy, the most productive social 
labor process and the best assurance of its continuity and development for 

many epochs." European imperialism destroyed the world's remaining 

indigenous communal formations: 

The intrusion of European civilization was a disaster in every sense for primitive 

social relations. The European conquerors are the first who are not merely after 

subjugation and economic exploitation, but the means of production itself, by rip­

ping the land from underneath the feet of the native population. In this way, Euro-
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pean capitalism deprives the primitive social order of its foundation. What 

emerges is something that is worse than all oppression and exploitation, total anar­

chy and a specifically European phenomenon, the uncertainty of social existence. 

The subjugated peoples, separated from their means of production, are regarded 

by European capitalism as mere laborers, and when they are useful for this end, 

they are made into slaves, and if they are not, they are exterminated. We have wit­

nessed this method in the Spanish, English, and French colonies. Before the 

advance of capitalism, the primitive social order, which outlasted all previous his­

torical phases, capitulates. Its last remnants are eradicated from the earth and its 

elements-labor power and means of production-are absorbed by capitalism. 24 

17 

Few Marxists of her era matched her depth of concern over and knowledge of 

the Western destruction of noncapitalist social relations. We publish in this 

volume for the first time in English the second half of Luxemburg's discussion 
of these precapitalist communal forms, where she focuses on their dissolution, 

which she attributes both to internal factors, e.g. their growing social differen­

tiation, and, in modern times, to the external impact of European imperialism. 

No one at the time, including Luxemburg, was aware of the extent of 

Marx's own studies of precapitalist communal formations. The Grundrisse, 

with its now-famous section on "Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations," was 
not published until 1939· Marx's extensive writings during his last decade 

(1872-83) on communal formations in Russia, India,Java, North Africa, the 

Australian aborigines, and the Native Americans did not begin to be pub­

lished until the 1970s, and many remain unpublished to this day. 25 Luxem­
burg studied some of Marx's unpublished writings in search of research 

material for her lectures at the party school, though many thousands of pages 

penned by Marx on the subject remained unknown to her. She did, however, 

make use of some of the same sources as had Marx, such as the work of the 

Russian sociologist Maxim Kovalevsky, the British ethnologist Henry Sumn­
er Maine, and the American ethnologist Lewis Henry Morgan. 

Luxemburg wrote other pieces dealing with precapitalist societies as part 

of her research for her lectures. These and many other texts have come to 
light only recently, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, where they were 
hidden away in the Communist Party archives. One of these is a text on 
Greek and Roman slavery written sometime after 1907, with the part on 

Greece published for the first time in English in this Reader. It was first pub­

lished in 2002 by the Luxemburg scholar Narihiko Ito. As Ito notes, Luxem­

burg here "criticized Engels" for having held that slavery arose as a 
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consequence of the rise of private property and in this essay develops a less 

unilinear view of the origins of slavery. 26 

Luxemburg's researches into history and theory from 1907 to 1914 led to 

her greatest theoretical work-The Accumulation of Capital: A Contribution 

to the Economic Explanation of Imperialism (1913).27 No Marxist, including 

Marx, she held, had adequately explained the inner drive and necessity for 

imperialist expansion. In Accumulation of Capital, Luxemburg argued that 

the fundamental contradiction of capitalism lies in the "unlimited expansive 

capacity of the productive forces" and the "limited expansive capacity of 

social consumption." Since capitalist production rests upon the extraction of 

surplus value, it is impossible for the workers to obtain enough value in the 

form of wages to "buy back" the surplus product; the same is true for the capi­

talists, who must invest ever-larger amounts of surplus value in the productive 

process in order to obtain increased capital accumulation. It is simply impos­

sible, she held, for workers and capitalists in a single capitalist society to real­

ize the mass of surplus value. So how does capitalism realize surplus value and 

provide for continuous capital accumulation? The answer, she argued, is that 

a strata of buyers of the surplus product must be obtained from outside the 

capitalist societies, in the pre-capitalist world: "The decisive fact is that the 

surplus value cannot be realized by sale either to workers or to capitalists, but 
only if it is sold to such social organizations or strata whose own mode of pro­

duction is not capitalistic."28 Through this approach she sought to show that 

imperialism and the destruction of precapitalist communal formations were 

not accidental features but were organic to the very nature of capitalism: 

From the very beginning, the forms and laws of capitalist production aim to 

comprise the entire globe as a store of productive forces. Capital, impelled to 

appropriate productive forces for purposes of exploitation, ransacks the whole 

world, it procures its means of production from all corners of the earth, seizing 

them, if necessary by force, from all levels of civilization and from all forms of 

society .... It becomes necessary for capital progressively to dispose ever more 

fully of the whole globe, to acquire an unlimited choice of means of production, 

with regard to both quality and quantity, so as to find productive employment 

for the surplus value it has realized. 29 

Luxemburg's approach involved a challenge to Marx's theory of accumula­

tion, as expressed in the diagrams on expanded reproduction in Volume II of 

Capital. Marx there assumed, for the sake of simplicity, a single capitalist 

society composed solely of workers and capitalists, from which foreign trade 
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was excluded. This assumption flowed from Marx's view that the mass of 

surplus value is realized not by personal consumption but by the continuous 

expansion of constant capital, especially in the form of machinery. His point 

was that the entirety of surplus value earmarked for capital accumulation 

need not yield an equivalent in monetary form; it was possible, Marx held, 

for much of surplus value to be realized directly, without having to take the 

form of money and be consumed by live people. 

Luxemburg sharply criticized this approach, arguing that Marx's dia­

grams on expanded reproduction implied that capital accumulation could 

occur without crises of disproportionality or objective limits. She found this 

to be deeply disturbing, since it indicated to her that the theory of expanded 

reproduction failed to account for the inevitable collapse of capitalism. She 

therefore argued that Marx had made a fundamental error in assuming a 

closed capitalist society composed solely of workers and capitalists. 

Critics from within the Marxian tradition have raised a number of objec­

tions against Luxemburg's critique of Marx in The Accumulation of Capital.3° 

First, the critics have argued, Marx's theory does not presume a smooth 

process of accumulation without internal barriers and limits, since expanded 

reproduction leads to a disproportionate growth of means of production at 

the expense of labor power, which tends to depress the rate of profit. While 

economic crises manifest themselves in an inability to consume the surplus 

product, they are rooted in a breakdown in capital accumulation due to the 

decline in the rate of profit. Second, the critics have held that Luxemburg 
failed to understand that Marx's diagrams of expanded reproduction in Vol­

ume II were not meant to refer to actually existing capitalist reality; they were 

abstractions meant to show that even if one assumes away the problem of the 

realization of surplus value the capitalist system still finds its objective limits 

in the production of surplus value. Third, Luxemburg's critics have main­

tained that her argument that capitalism would collapse once it has exhausted 

pre-capitalist strata (since no buyers would be left to realize the mass of sur­

plus value) fails to specify the role of human, subjective forces in putting an 
end to capitalism and imperialism. This problem is especially critical because 
of her virulent objection to all forms of national self-determination and her 

rejection of the idea that national movements against imperialism could 

become a revolutionary force that would help bring the system down.3' 

Despite these criticisms, there is broad agreement that The Accumulation 

of Capital represents one of the most comprehensive efforts in the history of 

Marxism to account for what is now termed "the globalization of capital." 
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Few Marxists of Luxemburg's generation were as acutely aware as she of the 

devastating impact of imperialism upon the Third World and on its precapi­

talist communal formations in particular. Her devastating critique of the 

impact of French imperialism in Algeria, of British imperialism in India and 

China, of U.S. imperialism in the Pacific and Latin America, and of European 

colonialism upon Southern Africa remain a beacon of creative analysis. 

Moreover, her effort to tie imperialist expansion to the nature of capitalism 

has taken on new importance in light of the need to oppose the structural 

factors that are responsible for today's drive toward "permanent war." As she 
wrote in The Accumulation of Capital-An Anti-Critique: 

The belief in the possibility of accumulation in an "isolated capitalist society," the 

belief that "capitalism is conceivable even without expansion," is the theoretical 

formula for a certain definite tactical tendency. This conception tends to regard 

the phase of imperialism not as a historical necessity, not as the decisive contest 

between capitalism and socialism, but as the malicious invention of a certain 

number of interested parties. It is bent on persuading the bourgeoisie that imperi­

alism and militarism are detrimental even from the standpoint of bourgeois inter­

ests, and on thus isolating the alleged handful of benefiting parties, so that it can 

form a block between the proletariat and the broad strata of the bourgeoisie with a 

view to "damping down" imperialism, starving it out by "partial disarmament,'' 

and "removing its sting.".32 

III 

Luxemburg remains the best-known woman theorist in the history of Marx­

ism. For many years the predominant claim among scholars was that she paid 
little or no attention to the concerns of women, since she wrote relatively little 
on women's liberation. Moreover, her writings often attack "bourgeois femi­

nism." Nor did she spend a great deal of time involved in activist work on 

behalf of women's rights. Soon after her arrival in Germany, she refused the 
suggestion of a number of SPD leaders that she devote herself to the women's 
section of the SPD, for she had no intention of becoming "marginalized," 
placed far away from the central issues being debated by the male leadership. 

More recent research-especially the Marxist-Humanist philosopher Raya 

Dunayevskaya's Rosa Luxemburg, Women's Liberation, and Marx's Philoso­

phy of Revolution ( i982)-has pointed to heretofore ignored feminist dimen­
sions of Luxemburg's life and thought. As Paul Le Blanc noted recently, 

Luxemburg "had a vibrant sense of the interpenetration of women's libera-
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tion and working class liberation."33 Writing a decade ago, the feminist 

philosopher Andrea Nye suggested that Luxemburg's class perspective on 

feminism offers "a theoretical grounding which is lacking in both liberal tol­

erance of diversity and postmodern politics of difference."34 And in 1988 the 

German Marxist feminist Frigga Haug contested earlier notions whereby 

Luxemburg "was relegated to the category of masculine women, that is to 

say, one of those women who had to deny her femininity and conform to the 

masculine world in order to achieve success."35 

Luxemburg was quite aware of the male chauvinist attitudes that permeat­

ed many SPD members and she fully supported, although often behind the 

scenes, the work of close friends like Clara Zetkin in projecting women's 

emancipation as an integral dimension of socialist transformation.J6 This 

Reader brings together a number of Luxemburg's writings on women, includ­

ing several never previously translated into English, that demonstrate her live­

ly and ongoing involvement in women's struggles. 

One of these newly translated writings is "A Tactical Question" (1902), a 

response to Belgian Socialist leader Emil Vandervelde's electoral pact with 

liberals, in which the new alliance supported universal male suffrage, but 

dropped the longstanding Social Democratic demand for women's suffrage. 

Luxemburg not only attacked this move as a shameful abandonment of basic 

socialist principles, but she also wrote of how women's emancipation would 

shake up Social Democracy, as well as the capitalist order: "In [Social Democ­

racy's] political and social life as well, a strong, fresh wind would blow in with 
the political emancipation of women, which would clear out the suffocating 

air of the current, philistine family life that rubs itself off so unmistakably, even 

on our party members, workers and leaders alike."37 Her disputes with leaders 

of the Second International over "the woman question" were not restricted to 

this episode. In 1907 she addressed the International Socialist Women's Con­

ference, arguing that it should maintain its independent existence from the 

central headquarters of the Second International in Brussels. In 1912 she also 
argued for a working-class women's movement independent of the middle­

class German women's organizations, in "Women's Suffrage and Class Strug­
gle." In 1914 she published an article called "Proletarian Women" (here 

translated into English for the first time), which provided a moving tribute to 

women's resistance in Europe as well as in Africa and Latin America: 

A world of female misery is waiting for relief. The wife of the peasant moans as 

she nearly collapses under the life's burdens. In German Africa, in the Kalahari 
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Desert, the bones of defenseless Herero women are bleaching in the sun, those 

who were hunted down by a band of German soldiers and subjected to a horrific 

death of hunger and thirst. On the other side of the ocean, in the high cliffs of 

Putumayo, the death cries of martyred Indian women, ignored by the world, fade 

away in the rubber plantations of the international capitalists. Proletarian women, 

the poorest of the poor, the most disempowered of the disempowered, hurry to 

join the struggle for the emancipation of women and of humankind from the hor­

rors of capitalist domination! 38 

And in 1918, at the height of the German revolution, Luxemburg urged 

Zetkin to establish a women's section of the Spartacus League and its publi­

cation Die Rote Fahne. Zetkin was too ill at the time to do so. 

Luxemburg's writings on women extended to her work in the Polish 

movement. She authored point IO of the SDKPiL's program, which called 

for "the abolition of all state laws, both civil and criminal, which have been 

issued to the detriment of women, or which in any way restrict her personal 

freedom, her right to dispose of her wealth or the right to exercise parental 

care over children on equal terms with the father of those children." Luxem­

burg biographer Richard Abraham notes that "Luxemburg and Zetkin were 
making demands for women that were more radical than the mass organiza­

tions of bourgeois feminism at the time, tolerating no backsliding from their 
leaders.".39 

One of the most important facets in Luxemburg's development was her 

personal break from Leo Jogiches, which occurred shortly after her involve­

ment in the 1905 Revolution. A few years later, she wrote to her lover Konstan­

tin (Costia) Zetkin, "I am I once more since I am free ofLeo."4° Dunayevskaya 

has carefully explored the political implications of their separation, noting that 
Luxemburg's "further self-development was reaching new heights without 

leaning on Jogiches .... Her greatest intellectual accomplishments occurred 

after the break." Whereas prior to their breakup "Luxemburg, who had very 

little interest in organization, andjogiches, who was 'all organization,' did not 

find this to be in any way divisive of their love relationship," by 1907 "her 
further self-development was reaching new heights without leaning on 

J ogiches for either theory or organization."41 Indeed, one of the most impor­

tant aspects of Luxemburg's legacy is her distinctive attitude regarding the 

relation between spontaneity and organization. As Dunayevskaya also noted, 

these new developments were missed in Netti's authoritative biography, 

where the chapter on 1906-09 was entitled "The Lost Years." The feminist 
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poet Adrienne Rich comments as follows on this critique of Nettl: "Most 

biographers of women still fail to recognize that a woman's central relation­

ship can be to her work, even as lovers come and go." 42 

IV 

Luxemburg's disputes with Lenin reveal her overall attitude towards revolu­

tionary organization. Luxemburg greatly admired Lenin, and it was only after 

her death that the myth was created that they inhabited completely opposite 

poles on issues of revolution and organization. 43 Nonetheless, her criticisms 

of Lenin's organizational conceptions have taken on new importance in light 

of the subsequent history of the radical movement. 

In her i904 "Organizational Questions of Russian Social Democracy," 

Luxemburg sharply opposed Lenin's ultracentralism, arguing that proletari­

an class consciousness calls for "a complete revision of the concept of organi­
zation." Lenin's effort to combat opportunism through strict organizational 

centralism, she held, threatened to stifle spontaneous initiative and demo­

cratic deliberation. Opportunism needs to be fought, she said, but not by 

replicating its organizational methods. Though Luxemburg, like Lenin, 
upheld a concept of a vanguard party, they approached the relation of revolu­

tionary consciousness and organization from somewhat different directions. 

Lenin often posed the party as the essential vehicle of class consciousness, 

whereas Luxemburg located class consciousness in the everyday struggles of 

the masses that the party needed to capture and help realize. As she wrote in 

1899 in Reform or Revolution, "As long as theoretical knowledge remains the 

privilege of a handful of 'intellectuals' in the party, it will face the danger of 

going astray. Only when the great mass of workers has taken into their own 

hands the keen and dependable weapon of scientific socialism will ... all the 

opportunistic currents come to naught." 44 

While Luxemburg's 1904 critique of Lenin's What is to be Done is well 

known, other manuscripts that have recently been discovered cast new light 
on her critique of his organizational concepts. The most important of these is 

a lengthy unpublished article written in the fall of 1911 and published in 1991 

by Feliks Tych, who discovered it in the archives of the SDKPiL in Moscow. 

Entitled "Credo," it is translated into English in this Reader for the first time. 

The "Credo" was written in the period when Lenin was trying to eliminate all 

non-Bolshevik tendencies from the RSDRP and when sharp tensions had 

broken out between him and Luxemburg and Jogiches's SDKPiL. In the 
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"Credo" Luxemburg makes clear her greater affinity for Lenin and the Bol­

sheviks than for the Mensheviks or Trotsky, but nonetheless strongly attacked 

what she called "the crude, revolutionary actions of the Leninist Left." The 

importance of this document has been singled out by Annelies Laschitza, 

author of the most recent biography of Luxemburg: "The 'Credo' belongs 

alongside the article 'Organizational Questions of Russian Social Democra­

cy' (1904) and the manuscript on 'The Russian Revolution' (1918) as the most 

important works of Rosa Luxemburg about Lenin's politics and makes clear 

the principled differences between the two regarding the questions of party 

unity and internal party democracy."45 

The most important instance of Luxemburg's projection of the need for 

revolutionary democracy is found in her lengthy 1918 essay, The Russian 

Revolution, published after her death in 1922. 46 While the essay makes many 

strong criticisms of the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917, it should be 

remembered that this work is a defense of the October Revolution. Written 

while she was in prison for opposing World War I, it praised the Bolsheviks 

for their daring and initiative. At the same time, however-and it was these 

points that have drawn the most attention-Luxemburg sharply criticized a 

number of their policies upon coming to power, from granting land to the 
peasants and continuing to insist on national self-determination to the dis­

persal of the Constituent Assembly. Her strongest and most enduring criti­

cism centered on the suppression of revolutionary democracy by Lenin and 

Trotsky. 47 Luxemburg was deeply concerned that the Bolsheviks' tendency 

to stifle freedom of speech, press, and association endangered the very move­

ment toward a socialist society. Socialism and democracy, she held, were 

inextricably linked; one could not be achieved without the other. Moreover, 

by monopolizing power in a single party, Lenin and Trotsky risked destroy­

ing the basis of Russia's revolutionary development. In raising the need for 

freedom of thought and spontaneous expression after the overthrow of the 

old regime, she posed some of the most important and difficult questions fac­

ing the Marxist movement, such as: what happens after the revolution? What 

can be done to ensure that a new class or a bureaucracy does not take over 

afterwards? Is it possible for a revolutionary process to continue "in perma­

nence" so that the transcendence of alienation can be achieved? 

These questions have taken on much greater force ever since the rise of 
Stalinist totalitarianism from within the Marxist movement and the later col­

lapse of the Stalinist regimes after decades of repression and terror-devel­

opments that Luxemburg herself did not live to witness. It is a testament to 
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Luxemburg's prescience that her critique of the Russian revolution, posed in 

such a radically different historical context, nevertheless speaks to a question 

that is on the minds of millions today-is there an alternative to both existing 

capitalism and its bureaucratic/totalitarian opponents? 

Recently, a new myth has surfaced concerning Luxemburg's critique of 

the Russian Revolution-that as against the "daring" of Lenin, who recog­

nized the need to leap over objective barriers and propagate "the revolution­

ary Event," Luxemburg's critique represented reluctance on her part to seize 

the historical initiative.48 Nothing could be further from the truth. Luxem­

burg did not oppose the October Revolution. Nor did she ever shy away 

from the need to seize power, as seen in everything from her critique of Bern­

stein to her participation in the German Revolution of 1918-19. The key 
issue for her was the character of the seizure of power and what steps need to 

be taken immediately afterwards to ensure the broadest possible revolution­

ary democracy. As she wrote in The Russian Revolution: 

When the proletariat seizes power, it can never again follow Kautsky's good 

advice to dispense with a socialist transformation of a country on the grounds that 

"the country is unripe" ... It should and must in fact immediately embark on 

socialist measures in the most energetic, the most unyielding and the most ruth­

less way; in other words, it must exercise a dictatorship, but a dictatorship of the 

class, not of a party or of a clique-and dictatorship of the class means: in full 

view of the broadest public, with the most active, uninhibited participation of the 

popular masses in an unlimited democracy. 

For Luxemburg, "It is the historic task of the proletariat, once it has attained 

power, to create socialist democracy in place of bourgeois democracy, not to 

do away with democracy altogether." She would settle for nothing less 

because, she insisted, "socialist practice means a total spiritual transforma­

tion in the masses degraded by centuries of bourgeois class rule."49 

v 

Luxemburg got an opportunity to test such ideas directly in an actual revolu­

tionary process, in Germany in 1918-19. This opportunity arose after a trying 
period set into motion by the collapse of the Second International, when the 

SPD voted for war credits at the outbreak of World War I on August 4, 1914. 

Shocked and nearly suicidal over the great betrayal, Luxemburg soon com­

posed herself and got to work developing a revolutionary opposition to the 
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socialist movement's capitulation to imperialist war. On the very evening of 

August 4, she met with colleagues in her apartment to work out how to disas­

sociate socialism from the betrayal of the SPD. She was soon joined by Karl 

Liehknecht, who was the sole Reichstag deputy openly to oppose the vote 

for war credits, this in late 1914. In early 1915, Luxemburg, Liehknecht and 

others formed Die Gruppe Internationale and published Die Internationale 

as its journal. Alhough its further publication was blocked by wartime cen­

sorship, it helped galvanize antiwar sentiment and led a year later to the for­

mation of the Spartacus Group, headed by Luxemburg and Liehknecht. 

By that time, Luxemburg was in prison. Her letters from prison reveal her 

multi-faceted personality and intellectual interests, as she delved into Russian 
literature by writing a study of Vladimir Korolenko, commented on German 

Romantic literature and French poetry, indulged herself in her life-long inter­

est in art, and wrote one of her most important works-The Accumulation of 

Capital: An Anti-Critique-and, as we have seen, worked to ready the Intro­

duction to Political Economy for publication. Luxemburg was never one to 

limit herself, even in the most difficult of circumstances. As she noted in a letter 

to her friend Luise Kautsky from prison, "Everyone who writes to me also 

moans and groans. I find nothing more ridiculous than that .... To abandon 
oneself completely to the woes of the day is altogether incomprehensible and 
intolerable .... A political fighter has even more the need to try to he on top of 
things; otherwise, he will sink right up to his ears in every piddling matter."5° 

It was also in prison, in 1915, that she wrote her great antiwar and antimili­

tarist manifesto-The Crisis in German Social Democracy, published under 

the pseudonym of "Junius," and known since then as the Junius Pamphlet. 

Smuggled out of prison and issued as a pamphlet in 1916, its scathing indict­

ment of the SPD and the Second International acted as a powerful prod to 
revolutionary regrouping. Yet Luxemburg resisted calls to issue a complete 

organizational break from the SPD. Earlier, in 1908, she had opposed the 
decision of the Dutch revolutionary Henrietta Roland-Holst to leave the 

Dutch Social-Democratic Party, arguing that "the worst working class party is 
better than none."51 The fetish of a unified organization, which so character­

ized the Marxists of the Second International, left its mark on Luxemburg. 

Despite her critique of the SPD in the Junius pamphlet and other writings, 

she advocated working from within the SPD as an opposition tendency for as 
long as possible in order not to lose touch with the masses. 

By 1916 opposition to the war was growing within the working class, as 

seen in the formation of groups of radical workers in manufacturing centers 
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such as Berlin, Bremen, Braunschweig, Stuttgart and Hamburg. Some were 

connected with the Spartacus Group, others not; a number of these groups 

sought an immediate break from the political legacy of the SPD and the Sec­

ond International. With Luxemburg and Liebknecht in prison, the organiza­

tional work of maintaining the underground existence of the Spartacus League 

fell to Leo Jogiches. Due to his excellent conspiratorial skills, the Spartacus 

Group organized a widespread illegal campaign to distribute antiwar leaflets, 

many of them written by Luxemburg. This helped create the climate for the 

January i918 mass strike for peace involving a million workers. This became 

known as the Generalprobe (dress rehearsal) for the German Revolution of 

November i918. In i917, after the SPD opposition, grouped around Hugo 

Haase and Georg Ledebour, had been expelled and formed its own Indepen­

dent Social Democratic Party (USPD), the Spartacus Group affiliated itself 

with the USPD as an autonomous tendency, trying to push the moderate 

majority of the USPD in a revolutionary direction. 

Finally, in October i918 the German front collapsed, followed by the 

mutiny of German sailors in Kiel. The German Revolution had begun. Work­

ers and soldiers' councils began forming and political prisoners like 

Liebknecht were freed. Luxemburg was released on November 8. Terrified by 

the mass upsurge, the last wartime chancellor, Max von Baden, announced the 

resignation of the Kaiser and appointed SPD leader Friedrich Ebert chancel­

lor. SPD leaders Philipp Scheidemann and Ebert-a socialist who 

announced, "I hate revolution like a mortal sin"52-directed their energies to 

containing the workers and soldiers' revolt within bourgeois boundaries. 

The toll that years of imprisonment had taken on Luxemburg's health 

was immediately recognizable to her comrades on her release from prison. 

Yet in the next two months she called forth a remarkable store of energy and 

creativity as she immersed herself in the effort to push for social revolution. 

There was the work of issuing the Spartacus League's publication, Die Rote 

Fahne, which appeared daily and sometimes twice a day; Luxemburg usually 

wrote over half the pieces for each issue. There were innumerable discus­

sions with the Berlin USPD, with the Revolutionary Shop Stewards and 

speeches to workers and soldiers. And there was the intense work that led to 

the formation of the German Communist Party in December i918, where 

Luxemburg made a firm break from the entire legacy of the German SPD. As 

Luxemburg wrote that December, "In the present revolution the defenders 

of the old order enter the lists not with shields and coats of arms of the ruling 

classes, but under the banner of a 'Social Democratic Party."'53 
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This Reader offers a selection of some of Luxemburg's most important 

writings on the German Revolution ofi918-19. It contains "The Beginning," 

written on November 18, 1918, which evaluated the state of the revolution; 

"The Socialization of Society" (December 4, 1918), which includes one of 

her fullest discussions of the nature of postcapitalist society; "What Does the 

Spartacus League Want?"(December 14, 1918); and "Our Program and the 

Political Situation," her speech to the founding conference of the German 

Communist Party (KPD) on December 31, 1918. The latter marks not just an 

organizational but also a conceptual break from the politics of the Second 

International. In this speech, Luxemburg did not limit herself to a criticism 

ofSPD leaders; she instead linked the betrayal of1914 to the politics pursued 
by the Second International since its inception, when it adopted the Erfurt 
Program of 1891 with its sharp distinction between "minimum" and "maxi­

mum" demands. She did not shy away from criticizing Engels, who had con­

sented to the establishment of the Second International, even though he had 

criticisms of the Erfurt Program. "The 4th of August [ 1914] did not come like 
thunder out of a clear sky," she declared. "What happened on the 4th of 

August was the logical outcome of all that we had been doing for many 

years." Although Luxemburg took aim at the founding programmatic docu­
ment of the Second International;54 she did not extend her criticism all the 

way to 1875, when Marx, in his Critique of the Gotha Program, had issued an 
attack on "the unprincipled unity" between his followers and those of the 

authoritarian socialist Ferdinand Lassalle. The way in which Marx's Critique 

of the Gotha Program projected a distinctive concept of organization that 

none of his followers built upon was not recognized by anyone at the time, 

including Luxemburg; it has taken our age to rediscover its importance .. 55 

On January 4, 1919, within days of the formation of the KPD, Emil Eich­
horn, the Berlin Chief of Police who was connected to the Left USPD, was dis­

missed by the SPD-controlled Prussian government. On Sunday,January 5, 

following a call drafted by the Berlin USPD, the Revolutionary Shop Stew­

ards, and the KPD, over 100,000 workers came into the streets of Berlin to 
oppose Eichhorn's dismissal. That evening, groups of workers spontaneously 
occupied the offices of Vorwarts and the establishment press. Surprised by the 

unexpectedly large turnout and the revolutionary mood of the participants, a 

Revolutionary Committee was quickly formed by the Berlin USPD, the Revo­
lutionary Shop Stewards, as well as Liebknecht and Wilhelm Pieck of the 
KPD. Without consulting Luxemburg, they voted on late Sunday night to 

overthrow the Ebert-Scheidemann government. The next day, on January 6, 
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the movement against the government appeared even stronger when over half 

a million workers marched in Berlin. It was the largest working-class demon­

stration in the history of Germany. But the soldiers in the Berlin barracks did 

not join the uprising and many in the factories supported unity among the dif­

ferent socialist parties. 

The complex and confusing turn of events over the next several days cannot 

be detailed here. There is little doubt that Luxemburg considered the call for an 

insurrection to be premature; the KPD was still a small and fledgling organiza­

tion and it was not clear that the revolutionaries could count on the support of 

the workers and soldiers' councils, let alone the peasantry. Yet recent research 

by scholars such as Ottokar Luban has challenged the long-held contention 

that Luxemburg was fundamentally reluctant to participate in what came to be 

known as the Spartacus uprising. Neither Rosa Luxemburg nor other leaders of 

the KPD and USPD planned this uprising, as the SPD and others claimed at 

the time. But onjanuary 7, after Luxemburg saw the huge crowds of workers in 

the streets demanding the dismissal of Ebert-Scheidemann government, she 

called for the "occupation of all positions of power" in Die Rote Fahne, and a 

day later she termed the overthrow of the Ebert-Scheidemann government "a 

necessary objective." Though Luxemburg was aware that the balance of forces 
did not favor the revolutionaries, she refused to oppose the uprising on the 

grounds that once in motion "a revolutionary development will not turn back­

ward." The masses were clearly in the streets, and she felt it was incumbent 

upon revolutionaries to do all they could to make the best of the fight.56 

The revolutionaries' failure to gain the support of the Berlin workers and 

soldiers councils and troops from the People's Naval Division helped doom 

the uprising; government forces went on the offensive and crushed it. Lux­

emburg and Liebknecht were forced into hiding, as the SPD issued not-so­

veiled calls for their heads. Though some advised her to leave Berlin, 

Luxemburg refused to do so. She was arrested along with Liebknecht onjan­
uary 15 by members of the Freikorps, forerunners of the Nazis who had been 

armed by the government, and both were brutally murdered the same day. 

Luxemburg's disfigured body was not discovered for months afterward. 

VI 

The era in which Rosa Luxemburg lived and worked is certainly one removed 

from our own, not only historically, but also conceptually. She died before see­

ing the transformation of the Russian Revolution into a full-fledged totalitarian 





PART ONE 

Political Economy, Imperialism, 

and Non-Western Societies 



1-The Historical Conditions of Accumulation, 

from The Accumulation of Capital 

ED IT o Rs' No TE : The Accumulation of Capital, first published in German in 1913 

with the subtitle A Contribution to an Explanation of Imperialism, is regarded as 

Rosa Luxemburg's most important theoretical work. In this 450-page book, Luxem­

burg sought to uncover the economic roots of imperialism by focusing on the prob­

lem of expanded reproduction, which Marx discussed at the end of Volume II of 

Capital. Luxemburg held that Marx failed to provide an adequate account of 

expanded reproduction because Volume II of Capital assumed a closed capitalist 

society in which foreign trade is excluded. Luxemburg, in contrast, sought to show 

that expanded reproduction depends upon the ability of capitalism to realize sur­

plus value through its exploitation of non-capitalist strata. The Accumulation of Cap­

ital therefore sought to demonstrate that capitalism is required by its very nature to 

dominate and exploit the non-capitalist world, without which it would collapse. 

Section One of The Accumulation of Capital is entitled "The Problem of 

Reproduction"; Section Two "Historical Exposition of the Problem"; and Sec­

tion Three "The Historical Conditions of Accumulation." We include here the 

first two chapters of Section Three-Chapter 25, "Contradictions Within the 

Diagram of Enlarged Reproduction," and Chapter 26, "The Reproduction of 

Capital and Its Social Setting"-as well as excerpts from Chapter 27, "The Strug­

gle Against Natural Economy." The translation is by Agnes Schwarzschild. Foot­

notes supplied by the editors are to current English-language editions of Marx's 

works. The full text of The Accumulation of Capital has recently been reprinted 

by Routledge (London and New York, 2003). 

CONTRADICTIONS WITHIN THE DIAGRAM 

OF ENLARGED REPRODUCTION 

In the first section, we ascertained that Marx's diagram of accumulation does 

not solve the question of who is to benefit in the end by enlarged reproduction. 

If we take the diagram literally as it is set out at the end of Volume II [of 

,32 
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Capita[j,1 it appears that capitalist production would itself realize its entire 

surplus value, and that it would use the capitalized surplus value exclusively 

for its own needs. This impression is confirmed by Marx's analysis of the dia­

gram where he attempts to reduce the circulation within the diagram altogeth­

er to terms of money, that is to say to the effective demand of capitalists and 

workers-an attempt which in the end leads him to introduce the "producer of 

money" as a deus ex machina. In addition, there is that most important passage 

in Capital, Volume I, which must be interpreted to mean the same. 

The annual production must in the first place furnish all those objects (use-val­

ues) from which the material components of capital, used up in the course of the 

year, have to be replaced. Deducting these there remains the net or surplus-prod­

uct, in which the surplus-value lies. And of what does this surplus-value consist? 

Only of things destined to satisfy the wants and desires of the capitalist class, 

things which, consequently, enter into the consumption fund of the capitalists? 

Were that the case, the cup of surplus-value would be drained to the very dregs 

and nothing but simple reproduction would ever take place. 

To accumulate it is necessary to convert a portion of the surplus-product into 

capital. But we cannot, except by a miracle, convert into capital anything but such 

articles as can be employerl in the labor-process (i.e. means of production), and 

such further articles as are suitable for the sustenance of the laborer (i.e. means of 

subsistence). Consequently, a part of the annual surplus-labor must have been 

applied to the production of additional means of production and subsistence, over 

and above the quantity of these things required to replace the capital advanced. In 

one word, surplus-value is convertible into capital solely because the surplus­

product, whose value it is, already comprises the material elements of new capital. 2 

The following conditions of accumulation are here laid down: 1) The surplus 

value to be capitalised first comes into being in the natural form of capital (as 

additional means of production and additional means of subsistence for the 

workers). 2) The expansion of capitalist production is achieved exclusively 

by means of capitalist products, i.e. its own means of production and subsis­

tence. 3) The limits of this expansion are each time determined in advance by 

the amount of surplus value which is to be capitalized in any given case; they 
cannot be extended, since they depend on the amount of the means of pro­

duction and subsistence which make up the surplus product; neither can 

they be reduced, since a part of the surplus value could not then be employed 

in its natural form. Deviations in either direction (above and below) may give 
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rise to periodical fluctuations and crises-in this context, however, these may 

be ignored, because in general the surplus product to be capitalized must be 

equal to actual accumulation. 4) Since capitalist production buys up its entire 

surplus product, there is no limit to the accumulation of capital. 

Marx's diagram of enlarged reproduction adheres to these conditions. 

Accumulation here takes its course, but it is not in the least indicated who is 

to benefit by it, who are the new consumers for whose sake production is ever 

more enlarged. The diagram assumes, say, the following course of events: the 

coal industry is expanded in order to expand the iron industry in order to 

expand the machine industry in order to expand the production of consumer 

goods. This last, in turn, is expanded to maintain both its own workers and 

the growing army of coal, iron and machine operatives. And so on ad 

infinitum. We are running in circles, quite in accordance with the theory of 

Tugan-Baranovski.3 Considered in isolation, Marx's diagram does indeed 

permit of such an interpretation since he himself explicitly states time and 

again that he aims at presenting the process of accumulation of the aggregate 

capital in a society consisting solely of capitalists and workers. Passages to 

this effect can be found in every volume of Capital. 
In Volume I, in the very chapter on "The Conversion of Surplus-Value 

into Capital," he says: "In order to examine the object of our investigation in 
its integrity, free from all disturbing subsidiary circumstances, we must treat 

the whole world as one nation, and assume that capitalist production is every­

where established and has possessed itself of every branch of industry."4 

In Volume II, the assumption repeatedly returns; thus in chapter 17 on 

"The Circulation of Surplus-Value": "Now, there are only two points of 
departure: The capitalist and the laborer. All third classes of persons must 

either receive money for their services from these two classes, or, to the extent 

that they receive it without any equivalent services, they are joint owners of 

the surplus-value in the form of rent, interest, etc .... The capitalist class, 

then, remains the sole point of departure of the circulation of money.".5 

Further, in the same chapter "On the Circulation of Money in Particular 

under Assumption of Accumulation": "But the difficulty arises when we 

assume, not a partial, but a general accumulation of money-capital on the part 

of the capitalist class. Apart from this class, there is, according to our 

assumption-the general and exclusive domination of capitalist produc­
tion-no other class but the working class."6 

And again in chapter 20: " ... there are only two classes in this case, the 

working class disposing of their labor-power, and the capitalist class owning 
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itivc nature, derived from profits and the wage of labor) is much wider than the 

second category (of producers). 

Therefore the manner in which it spends its income, and the extent of such 

income, effects very large modifications in the economic household, and especial­

ly so in the process of circulation and reproduction of capital. 

Speaking of the "actual constitution of society," Marx here also considers 

merely the parasitic joint consumers of surplus value and of the wage oflabor, 

i.e. only the hangers-on of the principal categories of capitalist production. 

There can be no doubt, therefore, that Marx wanted to demonstrate the 

process of accumulation in a society consisting exclusively of workers and 

capitalists, under the universal and exclusive domination of the capitalist 

mode of production. On this assumption, however, his diagram does not per­

mit of any other interpretation than that of production for production's sake. 

Let us recall the second example of Marx's diagram of enlarged reproduc­
tion:w 

FIRST YEAR 

1. 5,oooc + l,ooov + l,ooos = 7 ,ooo means of production 

11. l,43oc + 285v + 285s = 2,000 means of subsistence 

SECOND YEAR 

1. 5,417c + l,083v +1,083s = 7,583 means of production 

u. l,583c + :316v + 316s = 2,21.5 means of subsistence 

THIRD YEAR 

1. 5,869c + l,173v +1,173.i = 8,215 means of production 

11. 1, 715c + 342v + 342s = 2,399 means of subsistence 

FOURTH YEAR 

z. 6,358c + 1,27rv + l,27is = 8,900 means of production 

u. l,858c + 37rv + 37is = 2,600 means of subsistence 

9,000 

I 
I 

9,798 s--

1-- 10,614 
I 

_J 

l 
L u,500 
i 

_J 

Here accumulation continues year after year without interruption, the capital­

ists in each case consuming half of the surplus value they have gained and 

capitalizing the other half. In the process of capitalization, the same technical 

foundation, that is to say the same organic composition or division into con­

stant and variable capital and also the same rate of exploitation (always 

amounting to 100 percent) is consecutively maintained for the additional cap­

ital as it was for the original capital. In accordance with Marx's assumption in 
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Volume I of Capital, the capitalized part of the surplus value first comes into 

being as additional means of production and as means of subsistence for the 

workers, both serving the purpose of an ever expanding production in the 

two departments. It cannot be discovered from the assumptions of Marx's 

diagram for whose sake production is progressively expanded. Admittedly, 

production and consumption increase simultaneously in a society. The 

consumption of the capitalists increases (in terms of value, in the first year it 

amounts to 500 + 142, in the second year to 542 + i58, in the third year to 586 

+ 171, and in the fourth year to 635 + i85); the consumption of the workers 

increases as well; the variable capital increasing year after year in both depart­

ments precisely indicates this growth in terms of value. And yet, the growing 

consumption of the capitalists can certainly not be regarded as the ultimate 

purpose of accumulation; on the contrary, there is no accumulation inasmuch 

as this consumption takes place and increases; personal consumption of the 

capitalists must be regarded as simple reproduction. Rather, the question is: 

if, and insofar as, the capitalists do not themselves consume their products 

but "practice abstinence," i.e. accumulate, for whose sake do they produce? 

Even less can the maintenance of an ever larger army of workers be the ulti­
mate purpose of continuous accumulation of capital. From the capitalist's 

point of view, the consumption of the workers is a consequence of accumula­

tion, it is never its object or its condition, unless the principles (foundations) 

of capitalist production are to be turned upside down. And in any case, the 

workers can only consume that part of the product which corresponds to the 

variable capital, not a jot more. Who, then, realizes the permanently increas­

ing surplus value? The diagram answers: the capitalists themselves and they 

alone.-And what do they do with this increasing surplus value?-The dia­

gram replies: They use it for an ever greater expansion of their production. 

These capitalists are thus fanatical supporters of an expansion of production 
for production's sake. They see to it that ever more machines are built for the 

sake of building-with their help-ever more new machines. Yet the upshot 

of all this is not accumulation of capital but an increasing production of pro­

ducer goods to no purpose whatever. Indeed, one must be as reckless as 

Tugan-Baranovski, and rejoice as much in paradoxical statements, to assume 
that this untiring merry-go-round in thin air could be a faithful reflection in 

theory of capitalist reality, a true deduction from Marx's doctrine. 11 

Besides the analysis of enlarged reproduction roughed out in Capital, Vol­

ume II, the whole of Marx's work, Volume II in particular, contains a most 

elaborate and lucid exposition ofhis general views regarding the typical course 
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of capitalist accumulation. If we once fully understand this interpretation, the 

deficiencies of the diagram at the end of Volume II are immediately evident. 

If we examine critically the diagram of enlarged reproduction in the light 

of Marx's theory, we find various contradictions between the two. 

To begin with, the diagram completely disregards the increasing productiv­

ity oflabor. For it assumes that the composition of capital is the same in every 

year, that is to say, the technical basis of the productive process is not affected 

by accumulation. This procedure would be quite permissible in itself in order 

to simplify the analysis, but when we come to examine the concrete conditions 

for the realization of the aggregate product, and for reproduction, then at least 

we must take into account, and make allowance for, changes in technique 

which are bound up with the process of capital accumulation. Yet if we allow 

for improved productivity of labor, the material aggregate of the social prod­
uct-both producer and consumer goods-will in consequence show a much 

more rapid increase in volume than is set forth in the diagram. This increase in 

the aggregate of use-values, moreover, indicates also a change in the value rela­

tionships. As Marx argues so convincingly, basing his whole theory on this 

axiom, the progressive development of labor productivity reacts on both the 
composition of accumulating capital and the rate of surplus value so that they 

cannot remain constant under conditions of increasing accumulation of capi­

tal, as was assumed by the diagram. Rather, if accumulation continues, c, the 

constant capital of both departments, must increase not only absolutely but 

also relatively to v + c or the total new value (the social aspect oflabor produc­

tivity); at the same time, constant capital and similarly the surplus value must 

increase relatively to the variable capital-in short, the rate of surplus value, i.e. 

the ratio between surplus value and variable capital, must similarly increase 

(the capitalist aspect oflabor productivity). These changes need not, of course, 

occur annually, just as the terms of first, second and third year in Marx's dia­
gram do not necessarily refer to calendar years but may stand for any given 

period. Finally, we may choose to assume that these alterations, both in the 

composition of capital and in the rate of surplus value, take place either in the 

first, third, fifth, seventh year, etc., or in the second, sixth and ninth year, etc. 
The important thing is only that they are allowed for somewhere and taken into 

account as periodical phenomena. If the diagram is amended accordingly, the 

result of this method of accumulation will be an increasing annual surplus in 

the consumer at the expense of producer goods. It is true that Tugan-Baranovs­

ki conquers all difficulties on paper: he simply constructs a diagram with differ­

ent proportions where year by year the variable capital decreases by 25 percent. 
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And since this arithmetical exercise is successful enough on paper, Tugan tri­

umphantly claims to have "proved" that accumulation runs smoothly like 

clockwork, even if the absolute volume of consumption decreases. Even he 

must admit in the end, however, that his assumption of such an absolute 

decrease of the variable capital is in striking contrast to reality. Variable capital 

is in point of fact a growing quantity in all capitalist countries; only in relation 

to the even more rapid growth of constant capital can it be said to decrease. On 

the basis of what is actually happening, namely a greater yearly increase of con­

stant capital as against that of variable capital, as well as a growing rate of sur­

plus value, discrepancies must arise between the material composition of the 

social product and the composition of capital in terms of value. If, instead of the 

unchanging proportion of five to one between constant and variable capital, 

proposed by Marx's diagram, we assume for instance that this increase of capi­
tal is accompanied by a progressive readjustment of its composition, the pro­

portion between constant and variable in the second year being six to one, in 

the third year seven to one, and in the fourth year eight to one-if we further 

assume that the rate of surplus value also increases progressively in accordance 

with the higher productivity of labor so that, in each case, we have the same 
amounts as those of the diagram, although, because of the relatively decreasing 

variable capital, the rate of surplus value does not remain constant at the origi­

nal 100 percent-and if finally we assume that one-half of the appropriated sur­

plus value is capitalized in each case (excepting Department 11 12 where 

capitalization exceeds 50 percent, 184 out of 285 being capitalized during the 
first year), the result will be as follows: 

FIRST YEAR 

z. 5,oooc + I,ooov + i,ooos = 7 ,ooo means of production 

u. 1,43oc + 285v + 285s = 2,000 means of subsistence 

SECOND YEAR 

z. 5,428 4/7 c + 1,0713/7 v + i,08:3s = 7,583 means of production 

u. 1,587 5/7 c + ,'3ll 2/7 v + 316s = 2,215 means of subsistence 

THIRD YEAR 

z. 5,903c + i,139v +1,173s = 8,215 means of production 

u. 1, 726c + 33w + 342s = 2,399 means of subsistence 

FOURTH YEAR 

z. 6,424c + i,205v + i,271s = 8,900 means of production 

u. 1,879c + 35ov + 371s = 2,600 means of subsistence 
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If this were a true picture of the accumulative process, the means of produc­

tion (constant capital) would show a deficit of sixteen in the second year, of 

forty-five in the third year and of eighty-eight in the fourth year; similarly, the 

means of subsistence would show a surplus of sixteen in the second year, of 

forty-five in the third year and of eighty-eight in the fourth year. 

This negative balance for the means of production may be only imaginary 

in part. The increasing productivity oflabor ensures that the means of pro­

duction grow faster in bulk than in value, in other words: means of produc­

tion become cheaper. As it is use value, i.e. the material elements of capital, 

which is relevant for technical improvements of production, we may assume 

that the quantity of means of production, in spite of their lower value, will 

suffice for progressive accumulation up to a certain point. This phenomenon 

amongst others also checks the actual decline of the rate of profit and 

modifies it to a mere tendency, though our example shows that the decline of 

the profit rate would not only be retarded but rather completely arrested. On 

the other hand, the same fact indicates a much larger surplus of unsaleable 

means of subsistence than is suggested by the amount of this surplus in terms 

of value. In that case, we should have to compel the capitalists of Department 

II to consume this surplus themselves, which Marx makes them do on other 

occasions; in which case, and insofar as those capitalists are concerned, there 

would again be no accumulation but rather simple reproduction. Alternative­

ly, we should have to pronounce this whole surplus unsaleable. 

Yet would it not be very easy to make good this loss in means of production 

which results from our example? We need only assume that the capitalists of 

Department I capitalize their surplus value to a greater extent. Indeed, there is 

no valid reason to suppose, as Marx did, that the capitalists in each case add 

only half their surplus value to their capital. Advances in labor productivity 

may well lead to progressively increasing capitalization of surplus value. This 

assumption is the more permissible in that the cheapening of consumer goods 

for the capitalist class, too, is one of the consequences of technological 

progress. The relative decrease in the value of consumable income (as com­

pared with the capitalized part) may then permit of the same or even a higher 

standard ofliving for this class. We might for instance make good the deficit in 

producer goods by transferring a corresponding part of surplus value I to the 

constant capital of this department, a part which would otherwise be con­

sumed, since this surplus value, like all other products of the department, 

originally takes the form of producer goods; eleven-and-four-sevenths would 

then be transferred in the second year, thirty-four in the third year and sixty-
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diagram, the techniques of production given in each case predetermine the 

techniques of the subsequent periods of enlarged reproduction, if accumula­

tion continues. Assuming, that is to say, in accordance with Marx's diagram, 

that the expansion of capitalist production is always performed by means of 

the surplus value originally produced in form of capital, and further-or 

rather, conversely-that accumulation in one department is strictly dependent 

on accumulation in the other, then no change in the technical organization of 

production can be possible insofar as the relation of c to v is concerned. 

We may put our point in yet another way: it is clear that a quicker growth 

of constant as compared with variable capital, i.e. the progressive metamor­

phosis of the organic composition of capital, must take the material form of 

faster expansion of production in Department I as against production in 

Department II. Yet Marx's diagram, where strict conformity of the two 

departments is axiomatic, precludes any such fluctuations in the rate of accu­

mulation in either department. It is quite legitimate to suppose that under the 

technical conditions of progressive accumulation, society would invest ever 

increasing portions of the surplus value earmarked for accumulation in 

Department I rather than in Department II. Both departments being only 

branches of the same social production-supplementary enterprises, if you 

like, of the "aggregate capitalist,''-such a progressive transfer, for technical 

reasons, from one department to the other of a part of the accumulated sur­

plus value would be wholly feasible, especially as it corresponds to the actual 

practice of capital. Yet this assumption is possible only so long as we envisage 

the surplus value earmarked for capitalization purely in terms of value. The 

diagram, however, implies that this part of the surplus value appears in a 

definite material form which prescribes its capitalization. Thus the surplus 

value of Department II exists as means of subsistence, and since it is as such 

to be only realized by Department I, this intended transfer of part of the capi­

talized surplus value from Department II to Department I is ruled out, first 

because the material form of this surplus value is obviously useless to Depart­

ment I, and secondly because of the relations of exchange between the two 

departments which would in turn necessitate an equivalent transfer of the 

products of Department I into Department II. It is therefore downright 

impossible to achieve a faster expansion of Department I as against Depart­

ment II within the limits of Marx's diagram. 

However we may regard the technological alterations of the mode of pro­

duction in the course of accumulation, they cannot be accomplished without 

upsetting the fundamental relations of Marx's diagram. 
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And further: according to Marx's diagram, the capitalized surplus value is 

in each case immediately and completely absorbed by the productive process 

of the following period, for, apart from the portion earmarked for consumption, 

it has a natural form which allows of only one particular kind of employment. 

The diagram precludes the cashing and hoarding of surplus value in monetary 

form, as capital waiting to be invested. The free monetary forms of private capi­

tal, in Marx's view, are first the money deposited gradually against the wear and 

tear of the fixed capital, for its eventual renewal; and secondly those amounts of 

money which represent realized surplus value but are still too small for invest­

ment. From the point of view of the aggregate capital, both these sources of free 

money capital are negligible. For if we assume that even a portion of the social 

surplus value is realized in monetary form for purposes of future investment, 
then at once the question arises: who has bought the material items of this sur­

plus value, and who has provided the money? If the answer is: other capitalists, 

of course-then, seeing that the capitalist class is represented in the diagram by 

the two departments, this portion of the surplus value must also be regarded as 

invested de facto, as employed in the productive process. And so we are back at 

immediate and complete investment of the surplus value. 

Or does the freezing of one part of the surplus value in monetary form in 

the hands of certain capitalists mean that other capitalists will be left with a 

corresponding part of that surplus product in its material form? Does the 

hoarding of realized surplus value by some imply that others are no longer 

able to realize their surplus value, since the capitalists are the only buyers of 

surplus value? This would mean, however, that the smooth course of repro­

duction and similarly of accumulation as described in the diagram would be 

interrupted. The result would be a crisis, due not to overproduction but to a 

mere intention to accumulate, the kind of crisis envisaged by Sismondi.14 

In one passage of his Theories,'5 Marx explains in so many words that he 

"is not at all concerned in this connection with an accumulation of capital 

greater than can be used in the productive process and might lie idle in the 

banks in monetary form, with the consequence of lending abroad." Marx 

refers these phenomena to the section on competition. Yet it is important to 

establish that his diagram veritably precludes the formation of such addition­

al capital. Competition, however wide we may make the concept, obviously 

cannot create values, nor can it create capitals which are not themselves the 

result of the reproductive process. 

The diagram thus precludes the expansion of production by leaps and 

bounds. It only allows of a gradual expansion which keeps strictly in step 
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with the formation of the surplus value and is based upon the identity 

between realization and capitalization of the surplus value. 

For the same reason, the diagram presumes an accumulation which affects 

both departments equally and therefore all branches of capitalist production. 

It precludes expansion of the demand by leaps and bounds just as much as it 

prevents a one-sided or precocious development of individual branches of 

capitalist production. 

Thus the diagram assumes a movement of the aggregate capital which flies 

in the face of the actual course of capitalist development. At first sight, two 

facts are typical for the history of the capitalist mode of production: on the one 

hand the periodical expansion of the whole field of production by leaps and 

bounds, and on the other an extremely unequal development of the different 
branches of production. The history of the English cotton industry from the 

first quarter of the eighteenth to the seventies of the nineteenth century, the 

most characteristic chapter in the history of the capitalist mode of production, 
appears quite inexplicable from the point of view of Marx's diagram. 

Finally, the diagram contradicts the conception of the capitalist total 

process and its course as laid down by Marx in Capital, Volume Ill. This 

conception is based on the inherent contradiction between the unlimited 
expansive capacity of the productive forces and the limited expansive capaci­
ty of social consumption under conditions of capitalist distribution. Let us 

see how Marx describes this contradiction in detail in chapter 15 on "Unrav­

elling the Internal Contradictions of the Law" (of the declining profit rate): 

The creation of surplus-value, assuming the necessary means of production, or 

sufficient accumulation of capital, to be existing, finds no other limit but the laboring 

population, when the rate of surplus-value, that is, the intensity of exploitation, is 

given; and no other limit but the intensity of exploitation, when the laboring popula­

tion is given. And the capitalist process of production consists essentially of the pro­

duction of surplus-value, materialized in the surplus-product, which is that aliquot 

portion of the produced commodities, in which unpaid labor is materialized. It must 

never be forgotten, that the production of this surplus-value-and the reconversion 

of a portion of it into capital, or accumulation, forms an indispensable part of this 

production of surplus-value-is the immediate purpose and the compelling motive 

of capitalist production. It will not do to represent capitalist production as some­

thing which it is not, that is to say, as a production having for its immediate purpose 

the consumption of goods, or the production of means of enjoyment for the capital­

ists. (And, of course, even less for the worker.-R.L.) This would be overlooking the 
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specific character of capitalist production, which reveals itself in its innermost 

essence. The creation of this surplus-value is the object of the direct process of pro­

duction, and this process has no other limits than those mentioned above. As soon as 

the available quantity of surplus-value has been materialized in commodities, sur­

plus-value has been produced. But this production of surplus-value is but the first 

act of the capitalist process of production, it merely terminates the act of direct pro­

duction. Capital has absorbed so much unpaid labor. With the development of the 

process, which expresses itself through a falling tendency of the rate of profit, the 

mass of surplus-value thus produced is swelled to immense dimensions. Now comes 

the second act of the process. The entire mass of commodities, the total product 

which contains a portion which is to reproduce the constant and variable capital as 

well as a portion representing surplus-value must be sold. If this is not done, or only 

partly accomplished, or only at prices which are below the prices of production, the 

laborer has been none the less exploited, but his exploitation does not realize as 

much for the capitalist. It may yield no surplus-value at all for him, or only realize a 

portion of the produced surplus-value, or it may even mean a partial or complete loss 

of his capital. The conditions of direct exploitation and those of the realization of 

surplus-value are not identical. They are separated logically as well as by time and 

space. The first are only limited by the productive power of society, the last by the 

proportional relations of the various lines of production and by the consuming 

power of society. This last-named power is not detennined either by the absolute 

productive power or by the absolute consuming power, but by the consuming power 

based on antagonistic conditions of distribution, which reduces the consumption of 

the great mass of the population to a variable minimum within more or less narrow 

limits. The consuming power is furthermore restricted by the tendency to accumu­

late, the greed for an expansion of capital and a production of surplus-value on an 

enlarged scale. This is a law of capitalist production imposed by incessant revolu­

tions in the methods of production themselves, the resulting depreciation of existing 

capital, the general competitive struggle and the necessity of improving the product 

and expanding the scale of production, for the sake of self-preservation and on 

penalty of failure. The market must, therefore, be continually extended, so that its 

interrelations and the conditions regulating them assume more and more the form of 

a natural law independent of the producers and become ever more uncontrollable. 

This eternal contradiction seeks to balance itself by an expansion of the outlying 

fields of production. But to the extent that the productive power develops, it finds 

itself at variance with the narrow basis on which the conditions of consumption rest. 

On this self-contradictory basis it is no contradiction at all that there should be an 

excess of capital simultaneously with an excess of population. For while a combina-
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tion of these two would indeed increase the mass of the produced surplus-value, it 

would at the same time intensify the contradiction between the conditions under 

which this surplus-value is produced and those under which it is realized.16 

If we compare this description with the diagram of enlarged reproduction, 

the two are by no means in conformity. According to the diagram, there is no 

inherent contradiction between the production of the surplus value and its 

realization, rather, the two are identical. The surplus value here from the very 

beginning comes into being in a natural form exclusively designed for the 

requirements of accumulation. In fact it leaves the place of production in the 

very form of additional capital, that is to say it is capable of realization in the 
capitalist process of accumulation. The capitalists, as a class, see to it in 

advance that the surplus value they appropriate is produced entirely in that 

material form which will permit and ensure its employment for purposes of 

further accumulation. Realization and accumulation of the surplus value here 

are both aspects of the same process, they are logically identical. Therefore 

according to the presentation of the reproductive process in the diagram, 

society's capacity to consume does not put a limit to production. Here pro­

duction automatically expands year by year, although the capacity of society 
for consumption has not gone beyond its "antagonistic conditions of distri­

bution." This automatic continuation of expansion, of accumulation, truly is 

the "law of capitalist production ... on penalty of failure." Yet according to 

the analysis in Volume III, "the market must, therefore, be continually 

extended," "the market" obviously transcending the consumption of capital­

ists and workers. And if Tugan-Baranovski interprets the following passage 

"this eternal contradiction seeks to balance itself by an expansion of the out­

lying fields of production" as if Marx had meant production itself by "outly­

ing fields of production," he violates not only the spirit of the language but 

also Marx's clear train of thought. The "outlying fields of production" are 

clearly and unequivocally not production itself but consumption which 

"must be continually extended." The following passage in Theories of Sur­

plus Value, amongst others, sufficiently shows that Marx had this in mind and 

nothing else: "Ricardo17 therefore consistently denies the necessity for an 

expansion of the market to accompany the expansion of production and the 

growth of capital. The entire capital existing within a country can also be 

profitably used in that country. He therefore argues against Adam Smith18 

who had set up his (Ricardo's) opinion on the one hand but also contradict­

ed it with his usual sure instinct." 19 
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gram. The diagram sets out to describe the accumulative process on the 

assumption that the capitalists and workers are the sole agents of capitalist con­

sumption. We have seen that Marx consistently and deliberately assumes the 

universal and exclusive domination of the capitalist mode of production as a 

theoretical premise of his analysis in all three volumes of Capital. Under these 

conditions, there can admittedly be no other classes of society than capitalists 

and workers; as the diagram has it, all "third persons" of capitalist society­

civil servants, the liberal professions, the clergy, etc.-must, as consumers, be 

counted in with these two classes, and preferably with the capitalist class. This 

axiom, however, is a theoretical contrivance-real life has never known a self­

sufficient capitalist society under the exclusive domination of the capitalist 

mode of production. This theoretical device is perfectly admissible so long as it 

merely helps to demonstrate the problem in its integrity and does not interfere 

with its very conditions. A case in point is the analysis of simple reproduction 

of the aggregate social capital, where the problem itself rests upon a fiction: in a 

society producing by capitalist methods, i.e. a society which creates surplus 

value, the whole of the latter is taken to be consumed by the capitalists who 

appropriate it. The object is to present the forms of social production and 

reproduction under these given conditions. Here the very formulation of the 
problem implies that production knows no other consumers than capitalists 

and workers and thus strictly conforms to Marx's premise: universal and exclu­

sive domination of the capitalist mode of production. The implications of both 

fictions are the same. Similarly, it is quite legitimate to postulate absolute domi­

nance of capital in an analysis of the accumulation of individual capitals, such 

as is given in Capital, Volume I. The reproduction of individual capitals is an 

element in total social reproduction but one which follows an independent 

course, contrary to the movements of the other elements. In consequence it will 

not do simply to take together the individual movements of the respective capi­

tals in order to arrive at the total movement of social capital, since the latter is 

essentially different. The natural conditions of reproducing individual capitals 

therefore neither conform with one another, nor do they conform to the rela­

tions of the total capital. Under normal conditions of circulation, every individ­

ual capital engages in the process of circulation and of accumulation entirely on 

its own account, depending upon others only insofar, of course, as it is com­

pelled to find a market for its product and must find available the means of pro­

duction it requires for its specific activities. Whether the strata who afford this 

market and provide the necessary means of production are themselves capital­

ist producers or not is completely immaterial for the individual capital, 
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although, in theory, the most favorable premise for analyzing the accumulation 

of individual capital is the assumption that capitalist production has attained 

universal and exclusive domination and is the sole setting of this process. 2 1 

Now, however, the question arises whether the assumptions which were 

decisive in the case of individual capital, are also legitimate for the considera­

tion of aggregate capital. 

"We must now put the problem in this form: given universal accumula­

tion, that is to say provided that in all branches of production there is greater 

or less accumulation of capital-which in fact is a condition of capitalist pro­

duction, and which is just as natural to the capitalist qua capitalist as it is nat­

ural to the miser to amass money (but which is also necessary for the 

perpetuation of capitalist production)-what are the conditions of this uni­

versal accumulation, to what elements can it be reduced?" 

And the answer: "The conditions for the accumulation of capital are pre­

cisely those which rule its original production and reproduction in general: 

these conditions being that one part of the money buys labor and the other 

commodities (raw materials, machinery, etc.) ... Accumulation of new capital 

can only proceed therefore under the same conditions under which already 

existing capital is reproduced."22 

In real life the actual conditions for the accumulation of the aggregate cap­

ital are quite different from those prevailing for individual capitals and for 

simple reproduction. The problem amounts to this: If an increasing part of 

the surplus value is not consumed by the capitalists but employed in the 

expansion of production, what, then, are the forms of social reproduction? 

What is left of the social product after deductions for the replacement of the 

constant capital cannot, ex hypothesi, be absorbed by the consumption of the 

workers and capitalists-this being the main aspect of the problem-nor can 

the workers and capitalists themselves realize the aggregate product. They 

can always only realize the variable capital, that part of the constant capital 

which will be used up, and the part of the surplus value which will be con­

sumed, but in this way they merely ensure that production can be renewed 

on its previous scale. The workers and capitalists themselves cannot possibly 

realize that part of the surplus value which is to be capitalized. Therefore, the 

realization of the surplus value for the purposes of accumulation is an impos­

sible task for a society which consists solely of workers and capitalists. 

Strangely enough, all theorists who analyzed the problem of accumulation, 

from Ricardo and Sismondi to Marx, started with the very assumption which 

makes their problem insoluble. A sure instinct that realization of the surplus 
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value requires "third persons," that is to say consumers other than the imme­

diate agents of capitalist production (i.e. workers and capitalists) led to all 

kinds of subterfuges: "unproductive consumption" as presented by Malthus 

in the person of the feudal landowner, by Vorontsov in militarism, by Struve 

in the "liberal professions" and other hangers-on of the capitalist class;23 or 

else foreign trade is brought into play which proved a useful safety valve to all 

those who regarded accumulation with skepticism, from Sismondi to Nico­

layon. 24 Because of these insoluble difficulties, others like v. Kirchmann and 

Rodbertus25 tried to do without accumulation altogether, or, like Sismondi 

and his Russian "populist" followers, stressed the need for at least putting 

the dampers on accumulation as much as possible. 

The salient feature of the problem of accumulation, and the vulnerable 

point of earlier attempts to solve it, has only been shown up by Marx's more 

profound analysis, his precise diagrammatic demonstration of the total 

reproductive process, and especially his inspired exposition of the problem 

of simple reproduction. Yet he could not supply immediately a finished solu­

tion either, partly because he broke off his analysis almost as soon as he had 

begun it, and partly because he was then preoccupied, as we have shown, 
with denouncing the analysis of Adam Smith and thus rather lost sight of the 
main problem.2 <i In fact, he made the solution even more difficult by assum­

ing the capitalist mode of production to prevail universally. Nevertheless, a 

solution of the problem of accumulation, in harmony both with other parts of 

Marx's doctrine and with the historical experience and daily practice of capi­
talism, is implied in Marx's complete analysis of simple reproduction and his 

characterization of the capitalist process as a whole which shows up its 

immanent contradictions and their development (in Capital, vol. III). In the 

light of this, the deficiencies of the diagram can be corrected. All the relations 

being, as it were, incomplete, a closer study of the diagram of enlarged repro­

duction will reveal that it points to some sort of organization more advanced 

than purely capitalist production and accumulation. 

Up to now we have only considered one aspect of enlarged reproduction, 

the problem of realizing the surplus value, whose difficulties hitherto had 

claimed the skeptics' whole attention. Realization of the surplus value is 

doubtless a vital question of capitalist accumulation. It requires as its prime 

condition-ignoring, for simplicity's sake, the capitalists' fund of consump­

tion altogether-that there should be strata of buyers outside capitalist socie­

ty. Buyers, it should be noted, not consumers, since the material form of the 

surplus value is quite irrelevant to its realization. The decisive fact is that the 
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surplus value cannot be realized by sale either to workers or to capitalists, but 

only if it is sold to such social organizations or strata whose own mode of 

production is not capitalistic. Here we can conceive of two different cases: 

1) Capitalist production supplies consumer goods over and above its own 

requirements, the demand of its workers and capitalists, which are bought by 

non-capitalist strata and countries. The English cotton industry, for instance, 

during the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century, and to some extent even 

now, has been supplying cotton textiles to the peasants and petty-bourgeois 

townspeople of the European continent, and to the peasants of India, Ameri­

ca, Africa and so on. The enormous expansion of the English cotton industry 

was thus founded on consumption by non-capitalist strata and countries.27 In 

England herself, this flourishing cotton industry called forth large-scale devel­

opment in the production of industrial machinery (bobbins and weaving­

looms ), and further in the metal and coal industries and so on. In this 

instance, Department II realized its products to an increasing extent by sale to 

non-capitalist social strata, and by its own accumulation it created on its part 

an increasing demand for the home produce of Department I, thus helping 

the latter to realize its surplus value and to increase its own accumulation. 

2) Conversely, capitalist production supplies means of production in excess 

of its own demand and finds buyers in non-capitalist countries. English indus­

try, for instance, in the first half of the nineteenth century supplied materials for 

the construction of railroads in the American and Australian states. (The build­

ing of railways cannot in itself be taken as evidence for the domination of capi­

talist production in a country. As a matter of fact, the railways in this case 

provided only one of the first conditions for the inauguration of capitalist pro­

duction.) Another example would be the German chemical industry which 

supplies means of production such as dyes in great quantities to Asiatic, 
African and other countries whose own production is not capitalistic.28 Here 

Department I realizes its products in extra-capitalist circles. The resulting pro­

gressive expansion of Department I gives rise to a corresponding expansion of 

Department II in the same (capitalistically producing) country in order to sup­
ply the means of subsistence for the growing army of workers in Department I. 

Each of these cases differs from Marx's diagram. In one case, the product 
of Department II exceeds the needs of both departments, measured by the 

variable capital and the consumed part of the surplus value. In the second 

case, the product of Department I exceeds the volume of constant capital in 

both departments, enlarged though it is for the purpose of expanding pro­

duction. In both cases, the surplus value does not come into being in that 



52 THE ROSA LCXEMBURG READER 

natural form which would make its capitalization in either department possi­

ble and necessary. These two prototypes continually overlap in real life, sup­

plement each other and merge. 

In this contest, one point seems still obscure. The surplus of consumer 

goods, say cotton fabrics, which is sold to non-capitalist countries, does not 

exclusively represent surplus value, but, as a capitalist commodity, it embod­

ies also constant and variable capital. It seems quite arbitrary to assume that 

just those commodities which are sold outside the capitalist strata of society 

should represent nothing but surplus value. On the other hand, Department I 

clearly can in this case not only realize its surplus value but also accumulate, 

and that without requiring another market for its product than the two 

departments of capitalist production. Yet both these objections are only 

apparent. All we need remember is that each component of the aggregate 

product represents a proportion of the total value, that under conditions of 

capitalist production not only the aggregate product but every single com­
modity contains surplus value; which consideration does not prevent the 

individual capitalist, however, from computing that the sale of his specific 

commodities must first reimburse him for his outlay on constant capital and 

secondly replace his variable capital (or, rather loosely, but in accordance with 

actual practice: it must first replace his fixed, and then his circulating capital); 

what then remains will go down as profit. Similarly, we can divide the aggre­
gate social product into three proportionate parts which, in terms of value, 

correspond to i) the constant capital that has been used up in society, 2) the 

variable capital, and 3) the extracted surplus value. In the case of simple 

reproduction these proportions are also reflected in the material shape of the 

aggregate product: the constant capital materializes as means of production, 

the variable capital as means of subsistence for the workers, and the surplus 
value as means of subsistence for the capitalist. Yet as we know, the concept of 

simple reproduction with consumption of the entire surplus value by the cap­

italists is a mere fiction. As for enlarged reproduction or accumulation, in 

Marx's diagram the composition of the social product in terms of value is also 

strictly in proportion to its material form: the surplus value, or rather that part 

of it which is earmarked for capitalization, has from the very beginning the 

form of material means of production and means of subsistence for the work­

ers in a ratio appropriate to the expansion of production on a given technical 

basis. As we have seen, this conception, which is based upon the self­

sufficiency and isolation of capitalist production, falls down as soon as we 

consider the realization of the surplus value. If we assume, however, that the 
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surplus value is realized outside the sphere of capitalist production, then its 

material form is independent of the requirements of capitalist production 

itself. Its material form conforms to the requirements of those non-capitalist 

circles who help to realize it, that is to say, capitalist surplus value can take the 

form of consumer goods, e.g. cotton fabrics, or of means of production, e.g. 

materials for railway construction, as the case may be. If one department real­

izes its surplus value by exporting its products, and with the ensuing expan­

sion of production helps the other department to realize its surplus value on 

the home market, then the fact still remains that the social surplus value must 

yet be taken as realized outside the two departments, either mediately or 

immediately. Similar considerations enable the individual capitalist to realize 

his surplus value, even if the whole of his commodities can only replace either 

the variable or the constant capital of another capitalist. 

Nor is the realization of the surplus value the only vital aspect of repro­

duction. Given that Department I has disposed of its surplus value outside, 

thereby starting the process of accumulation, and further, that it can expect a 

new increase in the demand in non-capitalist circles, these two conditions 

add up to only half of what is required for accumulation. There is many a slip 

'twixt the cup and the lip'. The second requirement of accumulation is 
access to material elements necessary for expanding reproduction. Seeing 

that we have just turned the surplus product of Department I into money by 

getting rid of the surplus means of production to non-capitalist circles, from 

where are these material elements then to come? The transaction which is 

the portal for realizing the surplus value is also, as it were, a backdoor out of 

which flies all possibility of converting this realized surplus value into pro­

ductive capital-one leads to the nether regions and the other to the deep 

sea. Let us take a closer look. 

Here we use c in both Departments I and II as if it were the entire constant 

capital in production. Yet this we know is wrong. Only for the sake of simplify­

ing the diagram have we disregarded that the c which figures in Departments I 

and II of the diagram is only part of the aggregate constant capital of society, 

that is to say that part which, circulating during one year, is used up and 

embodied in the products of one period of production. Yet it would be per­
fectly absurd if capitalist production-or any other-would use up its entire 

constant capital and create it anew in every period of production. On the con­
trary, we assume that the whole mass of means of production, for the periodical 

total renewal of which the diagram provides in annual instalments-renewal of 

the used-up part-lies at the back of production as presented in the diagram. 
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With progressing labor productivity and an expanding volume of production, 

this mass increases not only absolutely but also relatively to the part which is 

consumed in production in every case, together with a corresponding increase 

in the efficiency of the constant capital. It is the more intensive exploitation of 

this part of the constant capital, irrespective of its increase in value, which is of 

paramount importance for the expansion of production. 

In the extractive industries, mines, etc., the raw materials form no part of the capital 

advanced. The subject oflabor is in this case not a product of previous labor, but is 

furnished by Nature gratis, as in the case of metals, minerals, coal, stone, etc. In these 

cases the constant capital consists almost exclusively of instruments oflabor, which 

can very well absorb an increased quantity oflabor (day and night shifts oflaborers, 

e.g.). All other things being equal, the mass and value of the product will rise in 

direct proportion to the labor expended. As on the first day of production, the origi­

nal produce-formers, now turned into the creators of the material elements of capi­

tal-man and Nature-still work together. Thanks to the elasticity of labor-power, 

the domain of accumulation has extended without any previous enlargement of con­

stant capital.-In agriculture the land under cultivation cannot be increased without 

the advance of more seed and manure. But this advance once made, the purely 

mechanical working of the soil itself produces a marvellous effect on the amount of 

the product. A greater quantity of labor, done by the same number oflaborers as 

before, thus increases the fertility, without requiring any new advance in the instru­

ments oflabor. It is once again the direct action of man on Nature which becomes an 

immediate source of greater accumulation, without the intervention of any new capi­

tal. Finally, in what is called manufacturing industry, every additional expenditure of 

labor presupposes a corresponding additional expenditure of raw materials, but not 

necessarily of instruments oflabor. And as extractive industry and agriculture sup­

ply manufacturing industry with its raw materials and those of its instruments of 

labor, the additional product the former have created without additional advance of 

capital, tells also in favor of the latter.-General result: by incorporating with itself 

the two primary creators of wealth, labor-power and the land, capital acquires a 

power of expansion that permits it to augment the elements of its accumulation 

beyond the limits apparently fixed by its own magnitude, or by the value and the 

mass of the means of production, already produced, in which it has its being. 29 

In addition, there is no obvious reason why means of production and con­

sumer goods should be produced by capitalist methods alone. This assump­
tion, for all Marx used it as the cornerstone of his thesis, is in conformity 
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neither with the daily practice, and the history, of capital, nor with the 

specific character of this mode of production. In the first half of the nine­

teenth century, a great part of the surplus value in England was produced in 

form of cotton fabrics. Yet the material elements for the capitalization of this 

surplus value, although they certainly represented a surplus product, still 

were by no means all capitalist surplus value, to mention only raw cotton 

from the slave states of the American Union, or grain (a means of subsistence 

for the English workers) from the fields of serf-owning Russia. How much 

capitalist accumulation depends upon means of production which are not 

produced by capitalist methods is shown for example by the cotton crisis in 

England during the American War of Secession, when the cultivation of the 

plantations came to a standstill, or by the crisis of European linen-weaving 

during the war in the East, when flax could not be imported from serf-own­

ing Russia. We need only recall that imports of corn raised by peasants-i.e. 

not produced by capitalist methods-played a vital part in the feeding of 
industrial labor, as an element, that is to say, of variable capital, for a further 

illustration of the close ties between non-capitalist strata and the material ele­

ments necessary to the accumulation of capital. 

Moreover, capitalist production, by its very nature, cannot be restricted to 

such means of production as are produced by capitalist methods. Cheap ele­

ments of constant capital are essential to the individual capitalist who strives 

to increase his rate of profit. In addition, the very condition of continuous 

improvements in labor productivity as the most important method of increas­

ing the rate of surplus value, is unrestricted utilization of all substances and 

facilities afforded by nature and soil. To tolerate any restriction in this respect 

would be contrary to the very essence of capital, its whole mode of existence. 

After many centuries of development, the capitalist mode of production still 

constitutes only a fragment of total world production. Even in the small Conti­

nent of Europe, where it now chiefly prevails, it has not yet succeeded in dom­

inating entire branches of production, such as peasant agriculture and the 
independent handicrafts; the same holds true, further, for large parts of North 
America and for a number of regions in the other continents. In general, capi­

talist production has hitherto been confined mainly to the countries in the 

temperate zone, whilst it made comparatively little progress in the East, for 

instance, and the South. Thus, if it were dependent exclusively on elements of 

production obtainable within such narrow limits, its present level and indeed 

its development in general would have been impossible. From the very begin­

ning, the forms and laws of capitalist production aim to comprise the entire 



THE ROSA LUXEMBURG READER 

globe as a store of productive forces. Capital, impelled to appropriate produc­

tive forces for purposes of exploitation, ransacks the whole world, it procures 

its means of production from all corners of the earth, seizing them, if necessary 

by force, from all levels of civilization and from all forms of society. The prob­

lem of the material elements of capitalist accumulation, far from being solved 

by the material form of the surplus value that has been produced, takes on 

quite a different aspect. It becomes necessary for capital progressively to dis­

pose ever more fully of the whole globe, to acquire an unlimited choice of 

means of production, with regard to both quality and quantity, so as to find 

productive employment for the surplus value it has realized. 

The process of accumulation, elastic and spasmodic as it is, requires 

inevitably free access to ever new areas of raw materials in case of need, both 

when imports from old sources fail or when social demand suddenly increas­

es. When the War of Secession interfered with the import of American cot­

ton, causing the notorious "cotton famine" in the Lancashire district, new 

and immense cotton plantations sprang up in Egypt almost at once, as if by 

magic. Here it was Oriental despotism, combined with an ancient system of 

bondage, which had created a sphere of activity for European capital. Only 
capital with its technical resources can effect such a miraculous change in so 

short a time-but only on the pre-capitalist soil of more primitive social con­

ditions can it develop the ascendancy necessary to achieve such miracles. 

Another example of the same kind is the enormous increase in the world 

consumption of rubber which at present (1912) necessitates a supply oflatex 

to the value of £so,ooo,ooo per annum. The economic basis for the produc­

tion of raw materials is a primitive system of exploitation practiced by Euro­

pean capital in the African colonies and in America, where the institutions of 

slavery and bondage are combined in various forms.3° 

Between the production of surplus value, then, and the subsequent period 

of accumulation, two separate transactions take place-that of realizing the sur­

plus value, i.e. of converting it into pure value, and that of transforming this 

pure value into productive capital. They are both dealings between capitalist 

production and the surrounding non-capitalist world. From the aspect both of 

realising the surplus value and of procuring the material elements of constant 
capital, international trade is a prime necessity for the historical existence of 

capitalism-an international trade which under actual conditions is essentially 

an exchange between capitalistic and non-capitalistic modes of production. 

Hitherto we have considered accumulation solely with regard to surplus 

value and constant capital. The third element of accumulation is variable capi-



THE HISTORICAL CONDITIONS OF ACCl:ML'LATlON 57 

tal which increases with progressive accumulation. In Marx's diagram, the 

social product contains ever more means of subsistence for the workers as the 

material form proper to this variable capital. The variable capital, however, is 

not really the means of subsistence for the workers but is in fact living labor for 

whose reproduction these means of subsistence are necessary. One of the fun­

damental conditions of accumulation is therefore a supply of living labor 

which can be mobilized by capital to meet its demands. This supply can be 

increased under favorable conditions-but only up to a certain point-by 

longer hours and more intensive work. Both these methods of increasing the 

supply, however, do not enlarge the variable capital, or do so only to a small 

extent (e.g. payment for overtime). Moreover, they are confined to definite and 
rather narrow limits which they cannot exceed owing to both natural and 

social causes. The increasing growth of variable capital which accompanies 
accumulation must therefore become manifest in ever greater numbers of 
employed labor. Where can this additional labor be found? 

In his analysis of the accumulation of individual capital, Marx gives the 

following answer: 

Now in order to allow of these elements actually functioning as capital, the capital­

ist class requires additional labor. If the exploitation of the laborers already 

employed does not increase, either extensively or intensively, then additional labor­

power must be found. For this the mechanism of capitalist production provides 

beforehand, by converting the working class into a class dependent on wages, a 

class whose ordinary wages suffice, not only for its maintenance, but for its 

increase. It is only necessary for capital to incorporate this additional labor-power, 

annually supplied by the working class in the shape oflaborers of all ages, with the 

surplus means of production comprised in the annual produce, and the conversion 

of surplus-value into capital is complete.-31 

Thus the increase in the variable capital is directly and exclusively attributed 
to the natural physical increase of a working class already dominated by capi­
tal. This is in strict conformity with the diagram of enlarged reproduction 

which recognizes only the social classes of capitalists and workers, and 

regards the capitalist mode of production as exclusive and absolute. On these 
assumptions, the natural increase of the working class is the only source of 

extending the labor supply commanded by capital. This view, however, is 

contrary to the laws governing the process of accumulation. The natural 

propagation of the workers and the requirements of accumulating capital are 
not correlative in respect of time or quantity. Marx himself has most brilliantly 
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shown that natural propagation cannot keep up with the sudden expansive 

needs of capital. If natural propagation were the only foundation for the 

development of capital, accumulation, in its periodical swings from over­

strain to exhaustion, could not continue, nor could the productive sphere 

expand by leaps and bounds, and accumulation itself would become impos­

sible. The latter requires an unlimited freedom of movement in respect of the 

growth of variable capital equal to that which it enjoys with regard to the ele­

ments of constant capital-that is to say it must needs dispose over the sup­

ply of labor power without restriction. Marx considers that this can be 

achieved by an "industrial reserve army of workers." His diagram of simple 

reproduction admittedly does not recognize such an army, nor could it have 

room for it, since the natural propagation of the capitalist wage proletariat 

cannot provide an industrial reserve army. Labor for this army is recruited 

from social reservoirs outside the dominion of capital-it is drawn into the 

wage proletariat only if need arises. Only the existence of non-capitalist 

groups and countries can guarantee such a supply of additional labor power 

for capitalist production. Yet in his analysis of the industrial reserve army:l2 

Marx only allows for a) the displacement of older workers by machinery, b) 

an influx of rural workers into the towns in consequence of the ascendancy of 

capitalist production in agriculture, c) occasional labor that has dropped out 

of industry, and d) finally the lowest residue of relative over-population, the 

paupers. All these categories are cast off by the capitalist system of produc­

tion in some form or other, they constitute a wage proletariat that is worn out 

and made redundant one way or another. Marx, obviously influenced by 

English conditions involving a high level of capitalist development, held that 

the rural workers who continually migrate to the towns belong to the wage 

proletariat, since they were formerly dominated by agricultural capital and 

now become subject to industrial capital. He ignores, however, the problem 

which is of paramount importance for conditions on the continent of 

Europe, namely the sources from which this urban and rural proletariat is 

recruited: the continual process by which the rural and urban middle strata 

become proletarian with the decay of peasant economy and of small artisan 

enterprises, the very process, that is to say, of incessant transition from non­
capitalist to capitalist conditions of a labor power that is cast off by pre-capi­

talist, not capitalist, modes of production in their progressive break-down 

and disintegration. Besides the decay of European peasants and artisans we 

must here also mention the disintegration of the most varied primitive forms 

of production and of social organization in non-European countries. 
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Since capitalist production can develop fully only with complete access to 

all territories and climes, it can no more confine itself to the natural resources 

and productive forces of the temperate zone than it can manage with white 

labor alone. Capital needs other races to exploit territories where the white 

man cannot work. It must be able to mobilize world labor power without 

restriction in order to utilize all productive forces of the globe-up to the limits 

imposed by a system of producing surplus value. This labor power, however, is 

in most cases rigidly bound by the traditional pre-capitalist organization of 

production. It must first be "set free" in order to be enrolled in the active army 

of capital. The emancipation of labor power from primitive social conditions 

and its absorption by the capitalist wage system is one of the indispensable his­

torical bases of capitalism. For the first genuinely capitalist branch of produc­

tion, the English cotton industry, not only the cotton of the Southern states of 

the American Union was essential, but also the millions of African Negroes 

who were shipped to America to provide the labor power for the plantations, 

and who later, as a free proletariat, were incorporated in the class of wage 

laborers in a capitalist system.33 Obtaining the necessary labor power from 

non-capitalist societies, the so-called "labor-problem," is ever more important 

for capital in the colonies. All possible methods of "gentle compulsion" are 

applied to solving this problem, to transfer labor from former social systems to 

the command of capital. This endeavor leads to the most peculiar combina­

tions between the modern wage system and primitive authority in the colonial 

countries.34 This is a concrete example of the fact that capitalist production 

cannot manage without labor power from other social organizations. 

Admittedly, Marx dealt in detail with the process of appropriating non­

capitalist means of production as well as with the transformation of the peas­

ants into a capitalist proletariat. Chapter XXIV of Capital, vol. I, is devoted 

to describing the origin of the English proletariat, of the capitalistic agricul­

tural tenant class and of industrial capital, with particular emphasis on the 

looting of colonial countries by European capital. Yet we must bear in mind 

that all this is treated solely with a view to so-called primitive accumulation. 
For Marx, these processes are incidental, illustrating merely the genesis of 

capital, its first appearance in the world; they are, as it were, travails by which 

the capitalist mode of production emerges from a feudal society. As soon as 

he comes to analyze the capitalist process of production and circulation, he 

reaffirms the universal and exclusive domination of capitalist production. 

Yet, as we have seen, capitalism in its full maturity also depends in all 
respects on non-capitalist strata and social organizations existing side by side 
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with it. It is not merely a question of a market for the additional product, as 

Sismondi and the later critics and doubters of capitalist accumulation would 

have it. The interrelations of accumulating capital and non-capitalist forms of 

production extend over values as well as over material conditions, for con­

stant capital, variable capital and surplus value alike. The non-capitalist 

mode of production is the given historical setting for this process. Since the 

accumulation of capital becomes impossible in all points without non-capi­

talist surroundings, we cannot gain a true picture of it by assuming the exclu­

sive and absolute domination of the capitalist mode of production. Sismondi 

and his school, when they attributed their difficulties entirely to the problem 

of realizing the surplus value, indeed revealed a proper sense for the condi­

tions vital to accumulation. Yet the conditions for augmenting the material 

elements of constant and variable capital are quite a different matter from 

those which govern the realization of surplus value. Capital needs the means 

of production and the labor power of the whole globe for untrammelled 

accumulation; it cannot manage without the natural resources and the labor 

power of all territories. Seeing that the overwhelming majority of resources 

and labor power is in fact still in the orbit of pre-capitalist production-this 

being the historical milieu of accumulation-capital must go all out to obtain 
ascendancy over these territories and social organizations. There is no a pri­

ori reason why rubber plantations, say, run on capitalist lines, such as have 

been laid out in India, might not serve the ends of capitalist production just 

as well. Yet if the countries of those branches of production are predominant­

ly non-capitalist, capital will endeavor to establish domination over these 

countries and societies. And in fact, primitive conditions allow of a greater 

drive and of far more ruthless measures than could be tolerated under purely 

capitalist social conditions. 

It is quite different with the realization of the surplus value. Here outside 

consumers qua other-than-capitalist are really essential. Thus the immediate 

and vital conditions for capital and its accumulation is the existence of non­

capitalist buyers of the surplus value, which is decisive to this extent for the 

problem of capitalist accumulation. 

Whatever the theoretical aspects, the accumulation of capital, as an his­

torical process, depends in every respect upon non-capitalist social strata 

and forms of social organization. 
The solution to this problem which for almost a century has been the 

bone of contention in economic theory thus lies between the two extremes of 

the petty-bourgeois skepticism preached by Sismondi, v. Kirchmann, 
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Vorontsov and Nicolayon, who flatly denied accumulation, and the crude 

optimism advocated by Ricardo, Say35 and Tugan-Baranovski who believed 

in capital's unlimited capacity for parthenogenesis, with the logical corollary 

of capitalism-in-perpetuity: The solution envisaged by Marx lies in the 

dialectical conflict that capitalism needs non-capitalist social organizations as 

the setting for its development, that it proceeds by assimilating the very con­

ditions which alone can ensure its own existence. 

At this point we should revise the conceptions of internal and external 

markets which were so important in the controversy about accumulation. 

They are both vital to capitalist development and yet fundamentally different, 

though they must be conceived in terms of social economy rather than of 

political geography. In this light, the internal market is the capitalist market, 

production itself buying its own products and supplying its own elements of 

production. The external market is the non-capitalist social environment 

which absorbs the products of capitalism and supplies producer goods and 

labor power for capitalist production. Thus, from the point of view of eco­

nomics, Germany and England traffic in commodities chiefly on an internal, 

capitalist market, whilst the give and take between German industry and Ger­

man peasants is transacted on an external market as far as German capital is 

concerned. These concepts are strict and precise, as can be seen from the dia­

gram of reproduction. Internal capitalist trade can at best realize only certain 

quantities of value contained in the social product: the constant capital that 

has been used up, the variable capital, and the consumed part of the surplus 

value. That part of the surplus value, however, which is earmarked for capital­

isation, must be realized elsewhere. If capitalization of surplus value is the real 

motive force and aim of production, it must yet proceed within the limits 

given by the renewal of constant and variable capital (and also of the con­

sumed part of the surplus value). Further, with the international development 

of capitalism the capitalization of surplus value becomes ever more urgent 

and precarious, and the substratum of constant and variable capital becomes 

an ever-growing mass-both absolutely and in relation to the surplus value. 
Hence the contradictory phenomena that the old capitalist countries provide 

ever larger markets for, and become increasingly dependent upon, one anoth­

er, yet on the other hand compete ever more ruthlessly for trade relations with 

non-capitalist countries.36 The conditions for the capitalization of surplus 

value clash increasingly with the conditions for the renewal of the aggregate 

capital-a conflict which, incidentally, is merely a counterpart of the contra­

dictions implied in the law of a declining profit rate. 
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THE STRUGGLE AGAINST NATURAL ECONOMY 

Capitalism arises and develops historically amidst a non-capitalist society. In 
Western Europe it is found at first in a feudal environment from which it in 

fact sprang-the system of bondage in rural areas and the guild system in the 

towns-and later, after having swallowed up the feudal system, it exists main­

ly in an environment of peasants and artisans, that is to say in a system of sim­

ple commodity production both in agriculture and trade. European 

capitalism is further surrounded by vast territories of non-European civiliza­

tion ranging over all levels of development, from the primitive communist 

hordes of nomad herdsmen, hunters and gatherers to commodity production 

by peasants and artisans. This is the setting for the accumulation of capital. 

We must distinguish three phases: the struggle of capital against natural 

economy, the struggle against commodity economy, and the competitive 

struggle of capital on the international stage for the remaining conditions of 

accumulation. 

The existence and development of capitalism requires an environment of 

non-capitalist forms of production, but not every one of these forms will serve 

its ends. Capitalism needs non-capitalist social strata as a market for its sur­

plus value, as a source of supply for its means of production and as a reservoir 

oflabor power for its wage system. For all these purposes, forms of production 

based upon a natural economy are of no use to capital. In all social organiza­

tions where natural economy prevails, where there are primitive peasant com­

munities with common ownership of the land, a feudal system of bondage or 
anything of this nature, economic organization is essentially in response to the 

internal demand; and therefore there is no demand, or very little, for foreign 

goods, and also, as a rule, no surplus production, or at least no urgent need to 

dispose of surplus products. What is most important, however, is that, in any 

natural economy, production only goes on because both means of production 

and labor power are bound in one form or another. The communist peasant 

community no less than the feudal corvee farm and similar institutions main­

tain their economic organization by subjecting the labor power, and the most 

important means of production, the land, to the rule oflaw and custom. A nat­
ural economy thus confronts the requirements of capitalism at every turn with 

rigid barriers. Capitalism must therefore always and everywhere fight a battle 

of annihilation against every historical form of natural economy that it 

encounters, whether this is slave economy, feudalism, primitive communism, 

or patriarchal peasant economy. The principal methods in this struggle are 
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political force (revolution, war), oppressive taxation by the state, and cheap 

goods; they are partly applied simultaneously, and partly they succeed and 

complement one another. In Europe, force assumed revolutionary forms in 

the fight against feudalism (this is the ultimate explanation of the bourgeois 

revolutions in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries); in the 

non-European countries, where it fights more primitive social organizations, it 

assumes the forms of colonial policy. These methods, together with the sys­

tems of taxation applied in such cases, and commercial relations also, particu­

larly with primitive communities, form an alliance in which political power 

and economic factors go hand in hand. 

In detail, capital in its struggle against societies with a natural economy 

pursues the following ends: 

1. To gain immediate possession of important sources of productive forces 

such as land, game in primeval forests, minerals, precious stones and ores, 

products of exotic flora such as rubber, etc. 

2. To "liberate" labor power and to coerce it into service. 

3. To introduce a commodity economy. 

4. To separate trade and agriculture. 

At the time of primitive accumulation, i.e. at the end of the Middle Ages, when 

the history of capitalism in Europe began, and right into the nineteenth centu­

ry, dispossessing the peasants in England and on the Continent was the most 

striking weapon in the large-scale transformation of means of production and 

labor power into capital. Yet capital in power performs the same task even 

today, and on an even more important scale-by modern colonial policy. It is an 

illusion to hope that capitalism will ever be content with the means of produc­

tion which it can acquire by way of commodity exchange. In this respect 

already, capital is faced with difficulties because vast tracts of the globe's surface 

are in the possession of social organizations that have no desire for commodity 

exchange or cannot, because of the entire social structure and the forms of 
ownership, offer for sale the productive forces in which capital is primarily 

interested. The most important of these productive forces is of course the land, 

its hidden mineral treasure, and its meadows, woods and water, and further the 

flocks of the primitive shepherd tribes. If capital were here to rely on the 

process of slow internal disintegration, it might take centuries. To wait patiently 
until the most important means of production could be alienated by trading in 

consequence of this process were tantamount to renouncing the productive 

forces of those territories altogether. Hence derives the vital necessity for 
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capitalism in its relations with colonial countries to appropriate the most 

important means of production. Since the primitive associations of the natives 

are the strongest protection for their social organizations and for their material 

bases of existence, capital must begin by planning for the systematic destruc­

tion and annihilation of all the non-capitalist social units which obstruct its 

development. With that we have passed beyond the stage of primitive accu­

mulation; this process is still going on. Each new colonial expansion is accom­

panied, as a matter of course, by a relentless battle of capital against the social 

and economic ties of the natives, who are also forcibly robbed of their means 

of production and labor power. Any hope to restrict the accumulation of capi­

tal exclusively to "peaceful competition," i.e. to regular commodity exchange 

such as takes place between capitalist producer-countries, rests on the pious 

belief that capital can accumulate without mediation of the productive forces 

and without the demand of more primitive organizations, and that it can rely 

upon the slow internal process of a disintegrating natural economy. Accumu­

lation, with its spasmodic expansion, can no more wait for, and be content 

with, a natural internal disintegration of non-capitalist formations and their 

transition to commodity economy, than it can wait for, and be content with, 

the natural increase of the working population. Force is the only solution open 

to capital; the accumulation of capital, seen as an historical process, employs 

force as a permanent weapon, not only at its genesis, but further on down to 

the present day. From the point of view of the primitive societies involved, it is 

a matter oflife or death; for them there can be no other attitude than opposi­
tion and fight to the finish-complete exhaustion and extinction. Hence per­

manent occupation of the colonies by the military, native risings and punitive 

expeditions are the order of the day for any colonial regime. The method of 

violence, then, is the immediate consequence of the clash between capitalism 
and the organizations of a natural economy which would restrict accumula­

tion. Their means of production and their labor power no less than their 

demand for surplus products is necessary to capitalism. Yet the latter is fully 

determined to undermine their independence as social units, in order to gain 

possession of their means of production and labor power and to convert them 

into commodity buyers. This method is the most profitable and gets the 
quickest results, and so it is also the most expedient for capital. In fact, it is 

invariably accompanied by a growing militarism whose importance for accu­

mulation will be demonstrated below in another connection. British policy in 

India and French policy in Algeria are the classical examples of the applica­

tion of these methods by capitalism. 
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The ancient economic organizations of the Indians-the communist village 

community-had been preserved in their various forms throughout thousands 

of years, in spite of all the political disturbances during their long history. In 

the sixth century B.C. the Persians invaded the Indus basin and subjected part 

of the country. Two centuries later the Greeks entered and left behind them 

colonies, founded by Alexander on the pattern of a completely alien civilisa­

tion. Then the savage Scythians invaded the country, and for centuries India 

remained under Arab rule. Later, the Afghans swooped down from the Iran 

mountains, until they, too, were expelled by the ruthless onslaught of Tartar 

hordes. The Mongols' path was marked by terror and destruction, by the mas­

sacre of entire villages-the peaceful countryside with the tender shoots of rice 

made crimson with blood. And still the Indian village community survived. 

For none of the successive Mahometan conquerors had ultimately violated the 
internal social life of the peasant masses and its traditional structure. They 

only set up their own governors in the provinces to supervise military organi­

zation and to collect taxes from the population. All conquerors pursued the 

aim of dominating and exploiting the country, but none was interested in rob­

bing the people of their productive forces and in destroying their social organi­

zation. In the Moghul Empire, the peasant had to pay his annual tribute in 
kind to the foreign ruler, but he could live undisturbed in his village and could 

cultivate his rice on his sholg;ura as his father had done before him. Then came 

the British-and the blight of capitalist civilization succeeded in disrupting the 

entire social organization of the people; it achieved in a short time what thou­

sands of years, what the sword of the Nogaians,37 had failed to accomplish. 

The ultimate purpose of British capital was to possess itself of the very basis of 
existence of the Indian community: the land. 

This end was served above all by the fiction, always popular with Euro­

pean colonizers, that all the land of a colony belongs to the political ruler. In 

retrospect, the British endowed the Moghul and his governors with private 

ownership of the whole oflndia, in order to "legalize" their succession. Eco­

nomic experts of the highest repute, such as Jam es Mill,38 duly supported 

this fiction with "scientific" arguments, so in particular with the famous con­

clusion given below . .39 

As early as i793, the British in Bengal gave landed property to all the 

zemindars (Mahometan tax collectors) or hereditary market superintendents 

they had found in their district so as to win native support for the campaign 

against the peasant masses. Later they adopted the same policy for their new 

conquests in the Agram province, in Oudh, and in the Central Provinces. 
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Turbulent peasant risings followed in their wake, in the course of which tax col­

lectors were frequently driven out. In the resulting confusion and anarchy 

British capitalists successfully appropriated a considerable portion of the land. 

The burden of taxation, moreover, was so ruthlessly increased that it 

swallowed up nearly all the fruits of the people's labor. This went to such an 

extreme in the Delhi and Allahabad districts that, according to the official 

evidence of the British tax authorities in i854, the peasants found it conven­

ient to lease or pledge their shares in land for the bare amount of the tax 

levied. Under the auspices of this taxation, usury came to the Indian village, 

to stay and eat up the social organization from within like a canker. 4° In order 

to accelerate this process, the British passed a law that flew in the face of 
every tradition and justice known to the village community: compulsory 

alienation of village land for tax arrears. In vain did the old family associa­

tions try to protect themselves by options on their hereditary land and that of 

their kindred. There was no stopping the rot. Every day another plot ofland 
fell under the hammer; individual members withdrew from the family unit, 

and the peasants got into debt and lost their land. 

The British, with their wonted colonial stratagems, tried to make it appear 

as if their power policy, which had in fact undermined the traditional forms 
of land ownership and brought about the collapse of the Hindu peasant 
economy, had been dictated by the need to protect the peasants against native 
oppression and exploitation and served to safeguard their own interests.41 

Britain artificially created a landed aristocracy at the expense of the ancient 

property-rights of the peasant communities, and then proceeded to "pro­

tect" the peasants against these alleged oppressors, and to bring this illegally 
usurped land into the possession of British capitalists. 

Thus large estates developed in India in a short time, while over large 
areas the peasants in their masses were turned into impoverished small ten­

ants with a short-term lease. 

Lastly, one more striking fact shows the typically capitalist method of col­
onization. The British were the first conquerors of India who showed gross 
indifference to public utilities. Arabs, Afghans and Mongols had organized 
and maintained magnificent works of canalization in India, they had given 

the country a network of roads, spanned the rivers with bridges and seen to 

the sinking of wells. Timur or Tamerlane,42 the founder of the Mongol 
dynasty in India, had a care for the cultivation of the soil, for irrigation, for 
the safety of the roads and the provision of food for travellers.43 The primi­

tive Indian Rajahs, the Afghan or Mongol conquerors, at any rate, in spite of 
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occasional cruelty against individuals, made their mark with the marvellous 

constructions we can find today at every step and which seem to be the work 

of a giant race. "The (East India) Company which ruled India until 1858 did 

not make one spring accessible, did not sink a single well, nor build a bridge 
for the benefit of the lndians."44 

Another witness, the Englishmanjames Wilson, says: 

In the Madras Province, no-one can help being impressed by the magnificent 

ancient irrigation systems, traces of which have been preserved until our time. Locks 

and weirs dam the rivers into great lakes, from which canals distribute the water for 

an area of sixty or seventy miles around. On the large rivers, there are thirty to forty 

of such weirs .... The rain water from the mountains was collected in artificial 

ponds, many of which still remain and boast circumferences of between fifteen and 

twenty-five miles. Nearly all these gigantic constructions were completed before the 

year i750. During the war between the Company and the Mongol rulers-and, be it 

said, during the entire period ofour rule in India-they have sadly decayed. 45 

No wonder! British capital had no object in giving the Indian communities 

economic support or helping them to survive. Quite the reverse, it aimed to 

destroy them and to deprive them of their productive forces. The unbridled 

greed, the acquisitive instinct of accumulation must by its very nature take 

every advantage of the "conditions of the market" and can have no thought for 

the morrow. It is incapable of seeing far enough to recognize the value of the 

economic monuments of an older civilization. (Recently British engineers in 

Egypt feverishly tried to discover traces of an ancient irrigation system rather 

like the one a stupid lack of vision had allowed to decay in India, when they 

were charged with damming the Nile on a grand scale in furtherance of capi­

talist enterprise.) Not until 1867 was England able to appreciate the results of 

her noble efforts in this respect. In the terrible famine of that year a million 

people were killed in the Orissa district alone; and Parliament was shocked 
into investigating the causes of the emergency. The British government has 

now introduced administrative measures in an attempt to save the peasant 

from usury. The Punjab Alienation Act of 1900 made it illegal to sell or mort­

gage peasant lands to persons other than of the peasant caste, though excep­

tions can be made in individual cases, subject to the tax collector's approval.46 

Having deliberately disrupted the protecting ties of the ancient Hindu social 

associations, after having nurtured a system of usury where nothing is thought 

of a 15 percent charge of interest, the British now entrust the ruined Indian 
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peasant to the tender care of the Exchequer and its officials, under the "pro­

tection," that is to say, of those draining him of his livelihood. 

Next to tormented British India, Algeria under French rule claims pride 

of place in the annals of capitalist colonization. When the French conquered 

Algeria, ancient social and economic institutions prevailed among the Arab­

Kabyle population. These had been preserved until the nineteenth century, 

and in spite of the long and turbulent history of the country they survive in 

part even to the present day. 

Private property may have existed no doubt in the towns, among the 

Moors and Jews, among merchants, artisans and usurers. Large rural areas 

may have been seized by the state under Turkish suzerainty-yet nearly half 

of the productive land is jointly held by Arab and Kabyle tribes who still keep 

up the ancient patriarchal customs. Many Arab families led the same kind of 
nomad life in the nineteenth century as they had done since time immemori­

al, an existence that appears restless and irregular only to the superficial 

observer, but one that is in fact strictly regulated and extremely monotonous. 

In summer they were wont, man, woman and child, to take their herds and 

tents and migrate to the sea-swept shores of the Tell district; and in the win­

ter they would move back again to the protective warmth of the desert. They 

travelled along definite routes, and the summer and winter stations were 

fixed for every tribe and family. The fields of those Arabs who had settled on 

the land were in most cases the joint property of the clans, and the great 

Kabyle family associations also lived according to old traditional rules under 

the patriarchal guidance of their elected heads. 

The women would take turns for household duties; a matriarch, again elect­

ed by the family, being in complete charge of the clan's domestic affairs, or else 

the women taking turns of duty. This organization of the Kabyle clans on the 

fringe of the African desert bears a startling resemblance to that of the famous 

Southern Slavonic Zadruga47-not only the fields but all the tools, weapons 

and monies, all that the members acquire or need for their work, are communal 

property of the clan. Personal property is confined to one suit of clothing, and 

in the case of a woman to the dresses and ornaments of her dowry. More valu­

able attire and jewels, however, are considered common property, and individ­
uals were allowed to use them only if the whole family approved. If the clan was 

not too numerous, meals were taken at a common table; the women took it in 

turns to cook, but the eldest were entrusted with the dishing out. If a family cir­

cle was too large, the head of the family would each month ration out strictly 

proportionate quantities of uncooked food to the individual families who then 





THF. ROSA LUXEMBl'RG RF.ADER 

of "combating slavery" and "instituting orderly and civilized conditions." Yet 

practice was soon to show what was at the bottom of it all. It is common 

knowledge that in the forty years following the subjection of Algeria, no Euro­

pean state suffered so many changes in its political system as France: the 

restoration of the monarchy was followed by the July Revolution49 and the 

reign of the "Citizen King," and this was succeeded by the February Revolu­

tion, the Second Republic, the Second Empire, and finally, after the disaster of 

i870, by the Third Republic. In turn, the aristocracy, high finance, petty bour­

geoisie and the large middle classes in general gained political ascendancy. 

Yet French policy in Algeria remained undeflected by this succession of 

events; it pursued a single aim from beginning to end; at the fringe of the 
African desert, it demonstrated plainly that all the political revolutions in 

nineteenth-century France centered in a single basic interest: the rule of a 
capitalist bourgeoisie and its institutions of ownership. 

"The bill submitted for your consideration," said Deputy Humbert on 

June 30, i873, in the Session of the French National Assembly as spokesman 

for the Commission for Regulating Agrarian Conditions in Algeria, "is but the 

crowning touch to an edifice well founded on a whole series of ordinances, 

edicts, laws and decrees of the Senate which together and severally have as the 

same object: the establishment of private property among the Arabs." 

In spite of the ups and downs of internal French politics, French colonial 
policy persevered for fifty years in its systematic and deliberate efforts to 

destroy and disrupt communal property. It served two distinct purposes: The 

breakup of communal property was primarily intended to smash the social 
power of the Arab family associations and to quell their stubborn resistance 

against the French yoke, in the course of which there were innumerable ris­

ings so that, in spite of France's military superiority, the country was in a con­

tinual state of war. Secondly, communal property had to be disrupted in order 

to gain the economic assets of the conquered country; the Arabs, that is to say, 
had to be deprived of the land they had owned for a thousand years, so that 

French capitalists could get it. Once again the fiction we know so well, that 

under Moslem law all land belongs to the ruler, was brought into play.Just as 
the English had done in British India, so Louis Philippe's.5° governors in 
Algeria declared the existence of communal property owned by the clan to be 

"impossible." This fiction served as an excuse to claim for the state most of 

the uncultivated areas, and especially the commons, woods and meadows, 
and to use them for purposes of colonization .... 



2-The Dissolution of Primitive Communism: 

From the Ancient Germans and the Incas to India, 

Russia, and Southern Africa, 

from Introduction to Political Economy 

ED IT o Rs' No TE: This selection is drawn from Luxemburg's Introduction to 

Political Economy, an unfinished book begun around 1908 and based on her lec­

tures at the Social Democratic Party School in Berlin. As late as 1916, she wrote 

from prison to her publisher, I. H. W. Dietz, of plans to revise the manuscript for 

book publication, with the following chapters: i) What Is Political Economy? 2) 

Social Labor, 3) Elements of Economic History: Primitive Communism, 4) Ele­

ments of Economic History: The Feudal Economic System, 5) Elements of Eco­

nomic History: The Medieval City and the Craft Guilds, 6) Commodity 

Production, 7) Wage Labor, 8) Capitalist Profit, 9) Crisis, 10) Tendencies of Capital­

ist Development. After Luxemburg's murder, only the manuscripts for chapters 1,3, 

6, 7, and 10 were found and they were first published by Paul Levi in 1925. What fol­

lows is the second half of chapter .'3, translated from the version of the Introduction 

that appears in Vol. 5 of Luxemburg's Gesammelte Werke (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 

1975). We have also consulted the excellent French translation of the Introduction 

by Irene Petit (Paris: Editions Anthropos, 1970). Unless otherwise indicated, foot­

notes below are by the editors, often based on those in the Gesammelte Werke. The 

present translation is by Ashley Passmore and Kevin B. Anderson. We would like to 

thank Olga Avedeyeva, A. Z. Hilali, Waheed Khan, and Albert Resis for background 

information. The title and the subheadings have been supplied by the editors. 

THE MARK COMMUNITY OF THE ANCIENT GERMANS 

Let us take a look at the mark community 1 that has been researched most thor­

oughly in terms of its internal structures, the German one. As we know, the 

Germans settled into tribes and clans. In each clan, the male head of the 

household obtained a designated building site next to a plot ofland in order to 

71 
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set up house and farm there. Then, a portion of the area would be used for 

agriculture, and in fact each family would get a lot on it. According to Caesar, 

around the beginning of the Christian era, a tribe of Germans (the Suebi or 

Swabians) cultivated their farms collectively without first partitioning it 

among the families. Indeed, yearly repartitioning of the lots was already a 

common practice in the time of Tacitus, the Roman historian, in the second 

century. In scattered regions, such as the township ofFrickhofen in Nassau, 

yearly repartitionings were still common in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. In the nineteenth century, it was still common in a few regions of the 

Bavarian Palatinate and on the Rhine to draw lots for farmland, although they 

took place at larger intervals: every three, four, nine, twelve, fourteen, and 

eighteen years. These farms were therefore definitively turned into private 

property only around the middle of the last century. In a few regions of Scot­

land as well, there were repartitionings of farmland up until recently. All of the 
lots were originally the same and their size was fitted to the average needs of a 

family and to the potential yield of the soil. Depending on the quality of soil in 

the various regions, they amounted to fifteen, thirty, forty or more acres of 

land. In most parts of Europe, the lots were passed down through inheritance 
by individual families, as the repartitioning ofland became rare and eventually 

fell out of practice in the fifth and sixth centuries. Still, this only applied to the 

farms. All of the land that was left over-forests, meadows, bodies of water and 

unused portions-remained the unpartitioned, collective property of the 

mark. From the yields of the forest, for example, the needs of the community 
were negotiated and what remained was dispersed among individuals. 

The pastures were used in common. This unpartitioned mark or com­

mon land existed for a significant period of time; it still exists today in the 

Bavarian Alps, Switzerland, the Tyrol, and France (in the Vendee), and in 
Norway and Sweden. 

In order to ensure complete equality in the partitioning of the farmlands, 

the land was first divided by quality and condition into a few fields, and each 
field was then cut into a number of smaller strips that corresponded to the 
number of mark members there were. If a member of the mark had doubts 

about whether he had received an equal share, he was allowed to call for the 
total re-measurement of the land. Whoever resisted him was punished. 

But after the periodic re-partitioning and drawings by lot fell into disuse, 

the work of the members of the mark community, including farm work, 

remained totally communal and was mandated for the community by strict 
regulation. At first, this resulted in the general obligation of every owner of a 
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portion of the mark to work, since residency alone was not enough to be an 

actual member of the mark. For this, each person not only had to live in the 
mark, but also had to cultivate his farm himself. Whoever neglected to culti­

vate his portion of land over a number of years lost it for good and the mark 

could hand it over to someone else to cultivate. Work itself, then, was under 

the direction of the mark. Early on, after the Germans established settlements, 

the centerpiece of German economic life was tending livestock, conducted on 

communal fields and meadows under the watch of communal, village herds­

men. They used fallow land, such as farmland after the harvest, as pastures for 

livestock. This was due to the fact that the times for seeding and harvesting, 

the variation in fallow and harvest years for each field, and the sequence of 

sowings were collectively decided and everyone had to comply with the com­

munal directives. Each field was surrounded by a fence with gates that were 

closed until the harvest; the opening and closing dates of the field were decid­

ed by the entire village. Each field had an overseer, or field guardian, who was 
to uphold the prescribed order as an official functionary of the mark. The so­

called field processions of all the villages turned into festivals, to which one 

also brought children and boxed their ears to make them remember the bor­

ders in order that they might later be able to give testimony. 

Livestock breeding was conducted in common; keeping individual herds 

was forbidden by the mark community. All the animals of the village were split 

into common herds according to the type of animal, each with a village herds­

man and an animal to lead the herd. It was also decreed that the herds have 
bells. The right to hunt and fish on the mark was also determined communally. 

One could not lay any snares or dig any pits without first notifying the rest of 
the community. Brass and similar items that were dug out of the soil of the mark 

and were deeper than a ploughshare belonged to the community and not to the 

individual finder. The necessary craftsmen had to reside in each mark. Yet each 

farming family made most of the items they needed for everyday life them­

selves. They baked, brewed, spun and wove at home. Yet many crafts became 
specialized early on, especially those having to do with the manufacture of farm 

implements. Thus, in the communal forests of Wolpe in Lower Saxony, the 

members of the mark were supposed to "have a man of each craft in the forest 
to make something useful out of the wood."2 For the craftsmen, the amount and 

kind of wood one used was regulated in order to protect the forest and for the 

members of the mark to make necessary preparations. The craftsmen received 

their necessities from the mark and generally lived the same way as the mass of 

other peasants. Yet, they did not have full rights, partly because they were tran-
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sient people, and not an indigenous element. For this reason, the craftsmen 

were not necessary for farming, which was at the center of economic life at that 

time and served as the axis around which the rights of the members of the 

mark, their public life, and their obligations revolved . .'J Thus, not everyone 

could push their way into the society of the mark community. The acceptance 

of a foreigner had to be unanimously approved by all of the members of the 

mark. One could only divest himself of his lot to another mark member, never a 

foreigner, and only before the mark tribunal. 

At the head of the mark community was the village count, or the village 

mayor, in other places called the mark master or centener. His fellow mark 

members voted him into his position of authority. This election was not only 

an honor but also a duty for the chosen individual; those who refused to 

serve incurred legal sanctions. It is likely that with the passage of time, the 

office of mark leader became hereditary in certain families. Because of its 

power and income, it was only a small step before this office could be bought, 

or for the land to be given out as a fiefdom. It was only a short period of time 

before the position developed from that of a purely democratically elected 

leader of a community into a tool for the domination of the community. In the 

heyday of the mark community, however, the mark leader was nothing more 
than the executor of the wishes of the collectivity. The assembly of the mark 

community regulated all of the communal affairs, reconciled disputes, and 

imposed punishments. The entire system of agricultural work, the paths and 

buildings, as well as the field and village police, were all decided upon by the 

assembly majority. The assembly was also responsible for the computation of 
the "communal books," which accounted for the business affairs of the mark. 

Maintaining the peace and administering justice within the mark were car­

ried out by the mark leader and the surrounding members (the "court of 

jurisdiction"), who rendered judgments orally and publicly. Only members 

of the mark were allowed to attend the tribunal; foreigners were denied entry. 

The members of the mark were obligated to take oaths and act as witnesses 

for one another, since they were generally required to assist one another in a 

brotherly and loyal manner in case of emergency, fire, or enemy attack. In 
their army, the mark members created their own battalions and defended 

themselves side by side. No one was allowed to abandon his comrade to an 

enemy spear. When there were burglaries or crimes that either occurred in 

the mark or were perpetrated by a member of the mark on an outsider, the 

whole mark banded together in solidarity. Members of the mark were also 

obliged to harbor travelers and to support the needy. Each mark originally 
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consisted of a religious community, and after the introduction of Christiani­

ty-which, as with the Saxons, occurred quite late among the Germans, only 

in the gth century-the community was a religious congregation. Finally, the 

mark typically kept a schoolteacher for the youth of the village. 

One cannot imagine anything any simpler and more harmonious than the 

economic system of the old Germanic mark. Evidently, we have the entire 

mechanism of social life. A strict plan and a tight organization incorporate 

everything each individual does and places him as a part into the whole. The 

immediate needs of everyday life and the equal fulfillment of everyone; this is 

the starting point and endpoint of the organization. Everyone works for 

everyone else and collectively decides on everything. Whence does this 

spring, on what does it base itself, this organization, this power of the collec­

tive over the individual? It is nothing other than the communism ofland and 

soil, that is to say, the common possession of the most important means of 
production on the part of those who work. The typical characteristics of the 
communistic, agrarian economic organization can be brought out more easi­

ly if one studies them comparatively on an international scale in order to 

grasp it as a global form of production in all its diversity and flexibility. 

THE INCA EMPIRE 

Let us turn to the old Inca Empire in South America. The area of this empire, 

which today consists of the republics of Peru, Bolivia, and Chile in an area of 
2.1 million square miles, with a population today of twelve million inhabitants, 
was organized at the time of the Spanish conquest under Pizarro the same way 

it had been for many centuries before then. At first, we find the same organiza­

tion as among the ancient Germans. Each tribal community, together a hun­

dred men, was capable of defending itself militarily. They took over a specific 

area that henceforth belonged to them, curiously resembling the German one 
in its name, marca. The farmland was separated from the mark region, divided 
into lots and annually raffied off to families before the sowing of crops. The size 
of the lots was determined according to the size of the family, or according to its 

needs. The leader of the village, whose position had already developed from an 
elected one into a hereditary one around the time of the formation of the Inca 
Empire in the tentl1 and eleventh centuries,4 received the largest share of the 

lots. In northern Peru, the male head of household did not cultivate his plot of 

land by himself; rather, iliey worked in groups of ten under the direction of a 

leader. This is an arrangement that resembles certain aspects of the Germanic 
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structure. The ten-man group cultivated on rotation the lots of all of their mem­

bers, even those who were absent, serving in war, or doing compulsory labor 

for the Incas. Each family received the fruits that grew on their lot. Only those 

who lived in the mark and belonged to the clan had the right to a plot ofland. 

Yet everyone was obliged to cultivate his plot himself as well. Whoever let his 

field lie fallow for a certain number of years (in Mexico, it was three) lost his 

claim to his land. The plots could not be sold or given away. It was strictly for­

bidden to leave one's own mark and settle into an external one, which was 

probably connected to the strict bloodlines of the village tribes. 

Agriculture in the coastal areas, where there was only periodic rainfall, 

always required artificial irrigation through canals, which were constructed 

through the collective labor of the entire mark. There were strict rules govern­

ing the use of water and its distribution among separate villages, and within the 
same ones. Each village also had "paupers' fields," which were cultivated by all 

the members of the mark and whose yields the village leaders distributed 

among the elderly, widows, and other needy individuals. The rest of the area 

apart from agricultural lands was marcapacha (common lands). In the moun­
tainous region of the country, where field agriculture could not thrive, there 

was modest livestock farming, which consisted almost exclusively of llamas, 

which was the basis of the existence of the inhabitants, and periodically 

brought their main product, wool, into the valley in order to trade it with the 
peasants for corn, pepper, and beans. At the time of the conquest there were 

already private herds and significant differences in wealth in the mountain 

regions. An average member of the mark probably owned between three and 

ten llamas, while a leader might have between fifty and a hundred of them. Only 

the forest, soil and pasture were common property there, and outside of private 

herds, there were village herds that could not be divided up. At certain times, 

portions of the communal herd were slaughtered and the meat and wool divid­

ed among the families. There were no specialized craftsmen; each family made 

the necessary items for the household itself. There were, however, villages that 

demonstrated special skill in a certain craft, whether as weavers, potters, or 

metal workers. At the head of the village was the village leader, originally an 
elected office, but later a hereditary one, who oversaw the cultivation, but in 

every important matter he consulted with the assembly of the council of elders, 

which was called together with the sounding of a conch shell trumpet. 

Thus far, the old Peruvian mark community offers a faithful copy of the 

German one in all the essential characteristics. Yet it is even better suited to 

offer us more in our investigation of the essence of this social system, insofar as 
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it deviates from the pattern that is already known to us, than if it simply fol­

lowed this pattern. What is unique in the old Inca Empire is that it was a con­

quered land on which foreign rule established itself. The immigrant 

conquerors, the Incas, in fact belonged to the Indian tribes, yet the peaceful 

Quechuas tribes who lived there submitted to them because of the isolation in 

which they lived in their villages. They only concerned themselves with their 

own mark and its boundaries, without any connection to the larger region, 

without interest in those things that lay beyond the borders of the mark or took 

place there. This high degree of particularistic social organization, which made 

the Inca campaign of conquest so effortless, was barely touched or altered by 

the Incas themselves. Yet they did graft onto it a refined system of economic 

exploitation and political domination. Each conquered mark had to withdraw 

from parts of its own estate for "Inca fields" and "fields of the sun." Though 

these continued to belong to them, their yields had to be turned over to the rul­

ing Inca tribe, as well as to their priestly caste. Similarly, they had to reserve a 

portion of their livestock in the mountainous marks as "herds of the masters" 

and mark them as such. The protection of these herds as well as the cultivation 

of the fields for the Incas and their priests was based upon the compulsory 

labor of all the members of the mark. Added to this was compulsory labor for 
mining; public works, such as road and bridge construction, the direction of 

which the leaders controlled; a strictly disciplined military service; and finally 

a tribute of young girls, who were used by the Incas for ritual sacrifices or as 

concubines. However, this tight system of exploitation left the internal life and 
organization of the mark alone; the compulsory labor and the dues themselves 

were carried communistically as a collective burden of the mark. Yet what is 

unusual is that this communistic village organization did not simply turn out to 

be a solid and amenable basis for a centuries-long system of exploitation and 

servitude, as so often happens in history. Rather, the system itself was organ­

ized on a communistic basis. The Incas, in fact, ensconced themselves on the 

backs of the subjugated Peruvian tribes, yet they also lived in tribal groups and 

with mark relations. Their capital, Cuzco, was nothing other than the central­

ization of a dozen and a half collective quarters, each the seat of a communistic, 

tribal house with a communal burial area inside, and a communal cult as well. 

Around these tribal houses lay the mark regions of the Inca tribes, with unpar­

titioned forests and pastures and partitioned farmland, which was likewise cul­

tivated communally. As a primitive people, the exploiters and rulers had not in 

fact renounced work themselves; they used their position of domination only 

to live better than the dominated and to make more opulent sacrificial offer-
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in gs. The modern art of having one's food supplied by foreign labor and mak­

ing the refusal to work an attribute of domination was still foreign to the 

essence of this social organization, in which collective property and the general 

duty to work were deep-seated customs. The exercise of political domination 

was also organized as a collective function of the Inca tribes. Those Inca gover­

nors placed in the Peruvian provinces, analogous in their role to the Dutch res­

idents of the Malaysian archipelago, were seen as delegates of their tribes in 

Cuzco, where they retained residency in the collective tribal quarters and par­

ticipated in their own mark. Each year, these delegates returned home for the 

Sun Festival in Cuzco to render an account of their official activities and to cel­

ebrate the large religious festival with their tribesmen. 

To a certain extent, we have here two social strata, one over the other, and 

both internally communistic in their organization, which stand together in a 

relationship of exploitation and subjugation. This phenomenon may seem 

incomprehensible at first, since it seems to be in stark contradiction with the 

principles of equality, brotherhood, and democracy that serve as the basis of 

the organization of the mark community. But we also have here living proof of 

just how little in reality the primitive communist structures had to do with gen­

eral freedom and equality. These expanded, generically valid "principles" 
applying to all abstract "human beings," or all people of the "civilized" coun­

tries, i.e., the people of the capitalistic civilization, were only a late product of 

modern bourgeois society, whose revolutions-in America as well as France­

proclaimed them for the first time. Primitive communist society knew no such 

general principles for all human beings; their equality and solidarity grew out 

of the traditions of common blood ties and out of the common ownership of 

the means of production. As far as these blood lines and this ownership 

reached, so too did the equality of rights and the solidarity of interests. What­

ever lay beyond these gates-and they were as narrow as the walls of a village, 

and in the broadest sense, as the regional boundaries of a tribe-was foreign 

and could also be hostile. Indeed, the community based on economic solidari­

ty could and had to have been periodically driven into deadly conflicts of inter­

est with similarly constructed communities because of a low level of 

development of production, or because of the scarcity or exhaustion of food 

sources due to an increase in population. Brute struggle, war, had to decide, 

and its result often meant the eradication of one of the warring sides, or more 

frequently, the establishment of a system of exploitation. It was not the devotion 

to abstract principles of equality and freedom that was the basis of primitive 

communism, but the pitiless necessities of a less developed human civilization, 
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the helplessness of humanity in the face of nature, which forced them to stick 

closely together in larger alliances, and to act methodically and collectively with 

respect to labor and to the struggle for life as an absolute collective condition of 

existence. Yet it was the same limited control over nature than confined plan­

ning and action with respect to labor to a relatively small area of natural prairies 

or reclaimed village settlements, and made them unsuitable for collective action 

on a larger scale. The primitive state of agriculture at that time did not allow for 

any larger culture than that of a village mark, and for this reason they gave very 

little leeway to the solidarity of interests. And finally, it was the same inadequate 

development of labor productivity that also spawned the periodic conflicts of 

interest among the individual social alliances, thus making brute force the only 

means to solve these conflicts. War thus became a permanent method of solving 

conflicts ofinterest between social communities; a method that would predom­

inate up to the highest development of labor productivity-the total domina­

tion of man over nature-that brings an end to material conflicts of interest 

among human beings. If the clash of various early communistic societies was 

indeed a common occurrence, then the respective development of labor pro­

ductivity decided the outcome. Where there was a conflict between two 

nomadic, herding peoples who had come into conflict over livestock pastures, 
then only brute force could determine who would remain the lord of the land 

and who would be driven into drought-ridden, inhospitable regions or even be 

exterminated. Yet wherever agriculture thrived to the point that it could nour­

ish the people well and safely, without subsuming the entire labor force and the 

entire lifetime of these individuals, there was also the foundation for a systemat­

ic exploitation of these peasants by foreign conquerors. And so we see then that 

these relations emerge, as in Peru, where one communistic community estab­

lishes itself as the exploiter of another. 

THE ANCIENT GREEKS 

This unique structure of the Inca Empire is therefore important because it offers 

us the key to understanding a whole series of similar formulations in classical 

antiquity, especially those on the threshold of Greek history. If, for example, a 

short report is handed down to us through written history that on the island of 

Crete, which was ruled by the Dorians, the subjugated people had to hand over 

their entire harvest, minus the sustenance required for them and their family, to 

the entire community, from which the expenses of the communal feasts of the 

free (the ruling Dorians) were taken; or that in Sparta, likewise a Dorian commu-
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nity, there were "state slaves" or helots, who were given "from the state" to indi­

viduals to work their farmland, we find such things initially mysterious. And a 

bourgeois scholar such as Professor Max Weber in Heidelberg proposes a curi­

ous hypothesis based on the standpoint of the contemporary situation and con­

cepts, in order to explain these curious historical transmissions. 

The dominated population is treated here [in Sparta-RL) in the same manner as 

in state slavery or bondage. The sustenance of the warriors is negotiated from the 

agricultural contributions, partly, one should mention, in a collective manner, and 

partly in such a way that the individual is dependent on the yield of certain plots of 

land worked by slaves that are appropriated for him in some way, later increasingly 

through inheritance. New allocations oflots and other similar sorts of distribution 

were historically considered to be practicable and appear to have occurred. Natu­

rally, they are not reallocation of farmland ["natural" is not something a bourgeois 

professor should concede, regardless of what it is about-RL) but rather a kind of 

reallocation of ground rent. Military considerations, especially the politics of the 

military population, decide on all the particulars .... The urban feudal character of 

these politics characteristically expresses itself by the fact that the plots of land 

occupied by serfs in the estate of a free person are subject to those military privi­

leges: they form the k1£ros, which is bound to the maintenance of the military family. 

[Translated from the academic into regular speech: the farmlands are the property 

of the whole community and thus should not be sold nor distributed after the death 

of the owner. Professor Weber explains this at another point as a wise measure "to 

slow the fragmentation of wealth" and "in the interest of the maintenance oflots 

appropriate for the warrior class"-RL.) The organization culminates in a mess­

like community dinner table of the warriors, the "Syssities," and the children in the 

communal education of children by the state, in order to make them into warriors. 6 

Whereby the Greeks of the heroic age, Hector and Achilles, happy in the con­

cepts of the Prussian trusts and annuities, the officers' mess with their "class 

appropriate" champagne toasts, and the blossoming, naked, young boys and 

girls of Sparta who enjoyed a national education, are transformed into a jail-like 

institution for cadets at Gross-Lichterfelde near Berlin. 
The relations described above cannot be much of a surprise to someone 

familiar with the internal structure of the Inca Empire. They are doubtlessly the 

product of a blatantly parasitic dual structure that emerged from the subjuga­

tion of an agricultural mark community by another communistic community. 

The extent to which the communistic foundation remained in the customs of 



THE DISSOLLTTION OF PRIMITIVE COMMUNISM 81 

the rulers as it did in the situation of the subjugated depends on the stage of 

development, the length, the environment of this structure, all of which can 

offer a whole range of gradations. The Inca Empire, where the rulers them­

selves labor, where the collective property of the subjects as a whole is not 

touched and each social stratum is cohesively organized for itself, can indeed be 

viewed as the original form of such exploitative relations, which was able to pre­

serve itself for centuries thanks to the relatively primitive level of culture and the 

isolation of that country. The historical information on Crete, drawn from tradi­

tional sources, suggests an advanced stage where the subjugated peasant com­

munity had to hand over all of the fruits of its labor minus that for its own 

subsistence, where the ruling community lived not from its own labor in the 

fields, but from the dues paid to them by the exploited mark community, which 

were nevertheless dispensed communistically among themselves. In Sparta we 
find that-a further stage of development-the ground and soil was no longer 

considered to be the property of the subjugated community, but rather the 
property of the rulers and is divided out and sold off among themselves in a 

manner similar to the mark community. The social organization of the subju­

gated is disrupted by the loss of their foundation, of their right to land owner­

ship; they themselves become the property of the ruling community, who 
communistically, or "by the state," surrender the landless to the individual 

mark members as laborers. The ruling Spartans themselves continue to live in 

strict relations similar to the mark community. And analogous relations are sup­

posed to have prevailed to a degree in Thessaly, where the previous inhabi­

tants, the Penestai or "poor people," were taken over by the Aeolians, or in 

Bithynia, where the Mariandynoi were put into a similar situation by Thracian 

tribes. However, such a parasitic existence unabatedly led to the seeds of disin­
tegration being carried over into the ruling community. Conquest and the 

imperative to establish exploitation as a permanent structure already leads to a 

considerable development of the military apparatus, which we see in both the 
Inca state and in the Spartan ones. This is the first foundation for inequality, for 
the formation of privileged classes, in the heart of the originally free and equal 

mass of peasants. It only requires favorable geographical and cultural historical 

circumstances, which awaken desires for a more refined way of life through 

contact with more civilized peoples and brisk trade, in order for inequality to 
make rapid progress even within the ruling classes, for the communist cohesion 
to weaken, and for private property to enter with its division of rich and poor. 

The very early history of the Greek world, after its contact with the civilized 

people of the Orient, is a classic example of these developments. Thus, the 
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result of the subjugation of an early communistic society by another, whether 

sooner or later, is always the same: the unraveling of communistic, traditional 

social bonds among both the rulers and the ruled, and the birth of a totally new 

social formation in which private property, along with inequality and exploita­

tion, each engendering the other, enter into the world all at once. And thus the 

history of the old mark community in classical antiquity flows into the polarity 

of, on the one hand, a mass of small peasants indebted to an aristocracy that has 

appropriated military service, public offices, trade and the unpartitioned com­

munity estates for its private estates; and on the other hand, into the opposition 

between this society of the generally free and the exploited slaves. It was only a 

step from this multilayered natural economy based upon the military exploita­

tion of subjects by a whole community to the introduction of the slave trade 

among individuals. And this step was implemented quickly in Greece by means 

of maritime and international trade, with its effects in the coastal and island 

states. Ciccotti also distinguishes between two types of slavery: "The oldest, 

most significant and most widespread form of economic servitude," he says, 

"which we see at the threshold of Greek history, is not slavery, but a form of 

bondage that I would almost like to call vassalage." Theopompus7 remarks: 

Among all Hellenes after the Thessalians and the Lacedaemonians [Spartans], the 

inhabitants of the island of Chios in Asia Minor were first to use slaves, but they 

did not acquire them in the same manner as others .... One can see that the 

Lacedaemonians and the Thessalians formed their slave class out of Hellenes, who 

once inhabited this part of the world they now owned so that the Achaeans forced 

the Thessalians, the Perrebes and the Magnetes into servitude and named these 

subjugated peoples helots and Penesta. In contrast, the inhabitants of Chios 

acquired barbarians (non-Greeks) as slaves and paid a price for them. 

And the reason for the difference, Ciccotti correctly points out, 

lay in the different stages of development of inland peoples on the one hand and 

the island people on the other. The absolute absence of or indifference to the 

accumulation of wealth as well as the weak development of commercial trade, in 

the one case obviated the growth of direct production among the owners as well 

as their direct employment of slaves, leading instead to the more rudimentary 

form of tribute and to the division of labor and the formation of a class system, 

which created a body of armed soldiers out of the ruling class and a farming peas­

antry out of the subjugated peoples. 8 
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SPANISH" COLONIALISM IN THE AMERICAS 

The internal organization of the Peruvian Inca state uncovered for us an 

important side of this primitive social form and, at the same time, pinpointed 

the specific historical process of its downfall. Another turn in the destiny of 

this social form will appear when we pursue the next chapter in the history of 
the Peruvian Indians as well as the other Spanish colonies in America. Here 

we encounter primarily a completely new method of domination of which 

the Inca rulers, for example, had no idea. The Spanish, the first Europeans in 

the New World, began their rule with the relentless extermination of the sub­

jugated population. According to the reports of the Spanish themselves, the 

number oflndians exterminated in the space of only a few years after the dis­
covery of America reached as high as between twelve and fifteen million. "We 

believe it is justified to maintain," Las Casas says, "that the Spanish, through 
their monstrous and inhuman treatment, have exterminated twelve million 

people, among them women and children." He further states, "In my person­

al opinion, the number of those natives murdered in this period exceeded 

even fifteen million."9 "On the island of Haiti," says Handelmann, "the num­

ber of natives before the Spanish encountered them in 1492 was around one 
million; in 1508 there were only sixty thousand remaining of these million 
people and nine years later there were only fourteen thousand, so that the 
Spanish had to seize upon the introduction of Indians from the neighboring 

islands in order to have enough working hands. In i508 alone, forty thousand 

natives from the Bahamas were transported to the island of Haiti and made 

into slaves."10 The Spanish regularly hunted down the redskins, as described 
for us by an eyewitness and participant, the Italian Girolamo Benzoni. "In 

part because of a lack of food, and in part out of fear after the separation from 

their fathers, mothers, and children," says Benzoni after one such manhunt 

on the island ofKumagna, in which four thousand Indians were captured, 

the majority of the enslaved natives died on the way to the port of Cumana.11 Each 

time someone among the slaves was too tired to march as quickly as his comrades, 

the Spanish stabbed him in the back with their daggers, inhumanly murdering him 

out offear that he wanted to remain in order to lead a counterattack. It was a heart­

breaking scene, seeing these poor souls, totally naked, tired, wounded and so 

exhausted from hunger that they could hardly stand on their feet. Iron chains 

bound their necks, hands and feet. There was not a virgin among them who would 

not have been raped by these robbers (the Spanish), who were so addicted to this 
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repulsive debauchery that many of them remained marred by syphilis forever .... 

All of the natives put into slavery were branded with hot irons. Then the captains 

took a number of them for themselves, and divided the rest among the soldiers. 

They either gambled them away to each other or sold them to Spanish colonists. 

Traders, who traded these wares for wine, flour, sugar and other daily necessities, 

transported the slaves into the parts of the Spanish colonies where there was the 

greatest demand for them. During their transport, a number of these unfortunates 

died because of lack of water and the bad air in the cabins, which was due to the 

fact that the traders herded the slaves into the lowest level of the ship without giv­

ing them enough water to drink or enough air to breathe.12 

However, in order to relieve themselves of the trouble of hunting the Indians 

down and the cost of their acquisition, the Spanish created a system known 

as Repartimientos in their West Indian possessions and on the American 

mainland. The entire conquered area was divided by the governors into dis­

tricts, whose village leaders, "Caciques," were obligated simply to supply on 

demand the number of natives for slavery requested by the Spanish. Spanish 

colonists periodically received the requested number of slaves that were 

delivered to them by the governor under the condition that they "take the 

trouble to convert them to Christianity."1.3 The abuse of the slaves by the 
colonists defied all understanding. Suicide became a salvation for the Indi­

ans. "All of the natives captured by the Spanish," according to a witness, 

were forced by them to do hard and strenuous labor in the mines, away from their 

homes and families and under constant threat of beatings. No wonder that thou­

sands of slaves saw 110 other possibility than to escape from their gruesome fate by 

not only violently taking their own lives, by hanging or drowning themselves or in 

other ways, but before then also murdering their wives and children, in order to 

end an unfortunate and inescapable situation for everyone all at once. In other 

cases, women resorted to aborting their children in the womb or avoiding sexual 

contact with men so that they did not have to bear slaves.14 

Through the intervention of the imperial confessor, the pious Father Garcia 

de Loyosa, the colonists were finally able to have a decree issued by the Haps­

burg Emperor, Charles V, summarily declaring the Indians to he hereditary 

slaves of the Spanish colonists. Benzoni in fact says the decree only applied to 

Caribbean cannibals, but was extended to and applied to all Indians in gener­

al. In order to justify the horrors they caused, the Spanish systematically 
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spread dramatic horror stories about cannibalism and other vices of the Indi­

ans so that a contemporary French historian, Marly de Chatel, in his "General 

History of the West Indies" (Paris, i569) could write of them: "God punished 

them with slavery for their evil and vice, since not even Ham1s sinned against 

his father Noah to the degree of the Indians against the Holy Father." And 

around the same time the Spaniard Acosta wrote in his Historia natural y 
moral de las Indias (Barcelona, i591) about these same Indians, that they were 

a "good-natured people that is always ready to prove itself of service to the 

Europeans; a people that, in its behavior, shows such a touching harmlessness 

and sincerity, that those not completely stripped of all humanity could not 

treat them any other way than with tenderness and love." 
Naturally, there were also attempts to stop the horror. In i531, Pope Paul 

III published a bull decreeing that the Indians were members of the human 

race and therefore free from slavery. The Spanish Imperial Council for the 
West Indies also made a declaration against slavery, but the need for these 
repeated decrees testified more to the fruitlessness than to the sincerity of 

these attempts. 

What freed the Indians from slavery was not the pious action of the 
Catholic clergy, nor the protests of the Spanish kings, but rather the simple fact 

that the Indians' mental and physical constitution rendered them worthless for 
hard slave labor. Against this bare impossibility, the intense cruelty of the Span­

ish did not help in the long run; the redskins died under slavery like flies, fled, 
took their own lives, in short: the entire affair was thoroughly unprofitable. And 

only when the warm and untiring defender of the Indians, Bishop Las Casas, 

came upon the idea of importing the more robust Africans as slaves rather than 
the unfit Indians, were the useless experiments with the Indians immediately 
abandoned. This practical discovery took effect more quickly and more thor­
oughly than all of Las Casas 's pamphlets on the cruelties of the Spanish. The 

Indians were freed from slavery after a few decades and the enslavement of the 

Negroes began, which would last for four more centuries. At the end of the 
eighteenth century a respectable German, the "good old Nettelbeck" from Kol­
berg, was the captain of a ship taking hundreds of Africans from Guinea to 
Guyana in South America, where other "good East Prussians" exploited plan­

tations and sold slaves along with other goods from Africa, herding them into 

the lowest parts of the ship, as the Spanish captains had done in the sixteenth 
century. The progress of the humanistic era of the Enlightenment showed itself 

in how Nettelbeck, to alleviate their melancholy and to keep them from dying 
off, allowed them to dance on the ship's deck with music and whip cracks every 
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evening, something to which the more brutal Spanish traders had not yet 

resorted. And in 1871, at the end of the nineteenth century, the noble David Liv­

ingstone, who had spent thirty years in Africa searching for the sources of the 

Nile, wrote in his famous letters to the American Gordon Bennett: "And if my 

disclosures regarding the terrible Ujijian16 slavery should lead to the suppres­

sion of the east coast slave trade, I shall regard that as a greater matter by far 

than the discovery of all the Nile sources together. Now that you have done 

with domestic slavery forever, lend us your powerful aid toward this great 
object. This fine country is blighted, as with a curse from above .... "17 

Yet the lot of the Indians in the Spanish colonies was not made 

significantly better by this transformation. A new system of colonization had 

taken the place of the old one. Instead of Repartimientos, which were created 

for the direct enslavement of the population, the so-called "encomiendas" 

were introduced. 18 Formally, the inhabitants were awarded personal freedom 
and full property rights to their land. But the areas were under the adminis­

trative direction of the Spanish colonists, primarily placed into the hands of 

the descendants of the first Conquistadores, the conquerors, who, as 

encomenderos, were the guardians of the Indians, who were in turn declared 

to be minors. The encomenderos were supposed to spread Christianity 
among the Indians. To cover the cost of constructing churches for the natives 

and as compensation for their labor as guardians, the encomenderos legally 
acquired the right to demand "moderate payments in money and in kind" 

from the population. These provisions soon were enough to make the 

encomiendas hell for the Indians. The land was of course left to them as the 
undivided property of the tribes. The Spanish only understood, or only 
wanted to understand, this to be farmland, which was to be ploughed. The 

undivided mark and the unused estates, and often even the areas left to lay 

fallow were taken over by the Spanish as "deserted land." And they did so 
with such thoroughness and shamelessness that Zurita wrote on this subject: 

There is not a parcel ofland, not a farm, that was not determined to be the prop­

erty of the Europeans, without regard for the encroachments onto the interests 

and the property rights of the natives, who were thus forced to leave this land, 

which had been inhabited by them since ancient times. They often seized culti­

vated lands from them, under the pretext that they were being utilized only to pre­

vent their acquisition by the Europeans. Thanks to this system, in a few 

provinces, the Spanish expanded their property so widely that the natives had no 

land left to cultivate themselves.19 
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At the same time, the "moderate" payments were increased by the 

encomenderos so shamelessly that the Indians were crushed under them. "All 

of the belongings of the Indian," Zurita says, 

are not enough to pay the taxes that are levied against him. One meets many peo­

ple among the redskins whose assets do not even come out to one peso and who 

live by daily wage labor; in this way, there were no means remaining for these 

unfortunates to support their families. This is the reason why so often young peo­

ple prefer sexual relations out of wedlock rather than sexual relations within wed­

lock, especially when their parents do not even have four or five real at their 

disposal. The Indians can only barely afford the luxury of clothing themselves; 

many who have no resources to buy themselves a dress are not able to take com­

munion. It is no wonder, then, that the majority of them become desperate, since 

they cannot find any means to acquire the necessary food for their families .... 

During my early travels, I discovered that many Indians hung themselves out of 

despondency, after they explained to their wives and children that they did this in 

the face of the impossibility of being able to afford the taxes demanded of them. 20 

Finally, in addition to land theft and the pressure of taxation, came forced labor. 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, the Spanish openly returned to the 

system that had been formally abandoned in the sixteenth century. Though 

slavery was abolished for the Indians, in its place came a unique system of 

forced wage labor, which did not significantly differ from the system that pre­
ceded it. Already in the mid-sixteenth century, Zurita portrays for us the situa­

tion of the Indian wage laborers under the Spanish in the following way: 

The whole time, the Indians received no other nourishment than cornbread .... 

The encomendor has them work from morning to night, letting them work naked, 

whether in morning or evening frosts, in storms and thunder, without ever giving 

them any food other than half-spoiled bread. The Indians spend the night under 

the open sky. Because the wage is only paid out at the end of the term of their 

forced labor, the Indians have no means to buy the necessary warm clothing for 

themselves. It is no surprise that under such circumstances in the encomenderos, 

the work is utterly exhausting for them and can be identified as one of the causes 

of the Indians dying off so rapidly. 21 

This system of forced wage labor was introduced at the beginning of the seven­

teenth century by the Spanish crown, making it officially and universally legal. 
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The stated reason for the law was that the Indians would not work voluntarily 

and that without them, the mines could only be run with great difficulty, despite 

the presence of the African slaves. The Indian villagers were thus required to 

place the demanded number of workers (in Peru, one-seventh, and in New 

Spain, four percent of the population), who were at the mercy of the 

encomenderos. The deadly consequences of this system were immediately 

apparent. In an anonymous memorandum sent to Philip IV, carrying the title 

"Report on the Dangerous Situation of the Kingdom of Chile from the Tempo­

ral and Spiritual Point of View," it states: "The known cause of the rapid 

decrease in the number of natives is the system of forced labor in the mines and 

on the fields of the encomenderos. Although the Spanish have an enormous 

number of Negroes at their disposal, although they have taxed the Indians at a 

higher rate than they paid their leaders before the conquest, they nevertheless 

regard it as impossible to give up this system of forced labor."22 In addition, 

forced labor resulted in the Indians in many cases not being able to cultivate 

their fields, which the Spanish then used as a pretext to seize the land for them­

selves as "waste land." The ruin of Indian farming offered a fertile ground for 

extortion. "Among their native rulers," according to Zurita, "the Indians did not 
know any usurers." The Spanish taught them well the fruits of the money econ­

omy and taxation. Eaten up by debt, huge estates owned by the Indians-those 

that had not already been simply stolen by the Spanish-fell into the hands of 

Spanish capitalists, whereby the estimation of the fundamental value of these 

estates formed a special chapter in European perfidy. Taken together, the theft 
ofland, taxation, forced labor and usury close a circle in which the existence of 

the Indian mark community collapsed. The traditional public order and the tra­

ditional social bonds of the Indians were dissolved by the collapse of their eco­

nomic base-mark community farming. For their part, the Spanish 

methodically destroyed it through the disruption of all traditional forms of 

authority. The village leaders and the tribal leaders had to be confirmed by the 

encomenderos, something the latter used for the purpose of filling these posi­

tions only with their proteges, the most depraved subjects of the Indian society. 
A preferred method of the Spanish was also the systematic instigation of the 

Indians against their leaders. Under the auspices of their Christian aims, to pro­

tect the natives from being exploited by their leaders, they declared them free 

from payment of the dues that had been paid to their leaders since time imme­

morial. "The Spanish," writes Zurita, "supported by what is going on in Mexi­

co today, maintain that the leaders were plundering their own tribes, but they 

carry the blame for this extortion, since they themselves and nobody else 
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adjustment in its social structure. In the meantime, an influential priestly class 

developed, rising above the mass of peasants both materially and legally. The 

commentators seek the precise language of the old legal codes-just like their 

Christian colleagues in the feudal West-to "lay out" there the justification for 

priestly ownership of property and to encourage the donation of land to the 

Brahmins and thereby the division of the mark estates and the formation of a 

clerical estate at the expense of the mass of peasant farmers. This development 

typified the fate of all Oriental societies. 

The life-and-death question for every form of developed agriculture in most 

parts of the Orient is irrigation. 27 Early on, we see in India and Egypt large irri­

gation systems forming the foundation of their agriculture, along with channels, 

streams and systematic precautionary measures to protect the land from peri­

odic flooding. From the outset, all of these well-financed undertakings not only 

surpassed the individual mark communities in terms of their abilities, but also 

in terms of their budget and initiative. Their direction and execution are prod­

ucts of an authority that stands over the individual village marks, one tl1at can 

bring the labor force together in a higher degree of unity. Relating to this as well 

was a form of domination of nature greater than that available to the observa­

tional and experiential realm of the masses enclosed within the limits of their 

villages. Out of these needs arose the important function of the priests in the 

Orient, who were able to direct large public works such as irrigation systems, 

due to their observation of nature, which is an integral part of every nature­

based religion. Because of the priests' exemption from direct participation in 

agricultural labor, they attained a freedom that was the product of a certain stage 

of development. Naturally, over time, this purely economic function grew into a 

particular type of social power held by the priests. The specialization of these 

members of society, which emerged from the division of labor, turned into a 

hereditary, exclusive caste with privileges over and interest in the exploitation of 

the peasant masses. The speed and extent to which this process occurred for a 
specific people, whether it remained an embryonic form as in the case of the 

Peruvian Indians, or whether it developed into official state rule by the priestly 

caste, or a theocracy, as in Egypt or among the ancient Hebrews, was always 

dependent on the specific geographical and historical circumstances. But it also 
depended on whether frequent contact with surrounding peoples allowed a 

strong warrior caste to emerge outside of the priestly caste, rising up as a mili­

tary aristocracy in competition with or indeed above the priests. In either case, 

it was the specific, particularistic narrowness of the ancient communistic mark, 

whose organization was scarcely suited for larger economic or political tasks, 
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and thus must have abandoned the idea of controlling the regions beyond its 

own territories, ceding them to the domination of powers that took over these 

functions. This was the key to the political domination and the economic 

exploitation of the peasant masses. Many barbarian conquerors in the Orient, 

whether Mongols, Persians, or Arabs, were forced, alongside of their military 

power, to take control of the management and execution of these large public 

undertakings, which were required for the agricultural economy. Just as the 

Incas in Peru regarded the supervision of artificial irrigation projects and of 

road and bridge construction as a privilege and a duty, so too did the various 

Asiatic despotic dynasties that succeeded one another in India set the same 

task. Despite the formation of castes, despite the despotic, foreign rule that set 

up camp on the land, despite the political upheavals, the quiet village eked out 

an existence for itself in the nether regions oflndian society. Inside each village 
reigned the ancient traditional statutes of the mark's basic law, which survived 

behind the scenes of a stormy political history, with its own quiet and unnotice­

able internal history, stripping away old forms, adopting new ones, experienc­

ing prosperity and decline, dissolution and regeneration. No chronicler ever 

portrayed these events, and while world history describes the bold campaign of 

Alexander of Macedon all the way to the sources in the Indus and satisfies itself 
with the sound of swords emanating from bloody Timur and his Mongols,28 

they remain completely silent about the internal economic history of the Indian 

people. We can only reconstruct a hypothetical pattern of development oflndi­

an society from the remnants of all of the old layers from this history. It is the 

achievement ofKovalevsky to have unraveled this. According to Kovalevsky, the 

various types of agrarian communities that were still observed in the mid-nine­

teenth century in India can be organized in the following historical sequence: 

i) The oldest form can be characterized as a purely tribal community encom­
passing the entirety of the blood relatives of a tribe (clan), which owns the 

land and cultivates it communally. The communal lands are therefore unpar­

titioned, and the fruits of the harvest, as well as those kept in communal stor­

age, were shared. This most primitive type of village community continued 

only in a few districts of northern India, yet their inhabitants were largely 

confined to a few sectors (putti) of the old gens. Kovalevsky sees in this anal­

ogy to the zadruga of Bosnia-Herzegovina,29 where the original blood rela­

tions were dissolved with the growth of the population, breaking into a few 

large families that withdrew from the community with their lands. Even in 

the middle of the previous century, there were considerable village comm uni-
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ties of this type, some of them with more than i50 members, while others 

boasted four hundred. More predominant, however, was the type of small vil­

lage that assembled with their larger familial groups in the area of the old 

gens only in exceptional cases, i.e., the sale ofland. In ordinary life, they led 

an isolated and strongly regulated existence that Marx, using English 

sources, portrays in a few short passages:3° 

These small and extremely ancient Indian communities, for example, some of 

which continue to exist to this day, are based on the possession of the land in com­

mon, on the blending of agriculture and handicrafts and on an unalterable division 

oflabor, which serves as a fixed plan and basis for action whenever a new commu­

nity is started. The communities occupy areas of from a hundred up to several 

thousand acres, and each forms a compact whole producing all it requires. Most of 

the products are destined for direct use by the community itself, and are not com­

modities. Hence production here is independent of that division oflabor brought 

about in Indian society as a whole by the exchange of commodities. It is the sur­

plus alone that becomes a commodity, and a part of that surplus cannot become a 

commodity until it has reached the hands of the state, because from time immemo­

rial a certain quantity of the community's production has found its way to the state 

as rent in kind. The form of the community varies in different parts oflndia. In the 

simplest communities, the land is tilled in common, and the produce is divided 

among the members. At the same time, spinning and weaving are carried on in 

each family as subsidiary industries. Alongside the mass of people thus occupied 

in the same way, we find the "chief inhabitant," who is judge, police authority and 

tax-gatherer in one; the book-keeper, who keeps the accounts of the tillage and reg­

isters everything relating to this; another official, who prosecutes criminals, pro­

tects strangers traveling through and escorts them to the next village; the boundary 

man, who guards the boundaries against neighboring communities: the water­

overseer, who distributes the water from the common tanks for irrigation; the Brah­

m in, who conducts the religious services; the schoolmaster, who on the sand 

teaches the children reading and writing; the calendar Brahmin, or astrologer, 

who makes known the lucky or unlucky days for seed-time and harvest, and for 

every other kind of agricultural work; a .smith and a carpenter, who make and 

repair all the agricultural implements; the potter, who makes all the pottery of the 

village; the barber, the washerman, who washes clothes, the silversmith, here and 

there the poet, who in some communities replaces the silversmith, in others the 

schoolmaster. This dozen or so of individuals is maintained at the expense of the 

whole community. If the population increases, a new community is founded, on 
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the pattern of the old one, on unoccupied land .... The law that regulates the divi­

sion of labor in the community acts with the irresistible authority of a law of 

nature .... The simplicity of the productive organism in these self-sufficing com­

munities which constantly reproduce themselves in the same form and, when acci­

dentally destroyed, spring up again on the same spot and with the same 

name-this simplicity supplies the key to he riddle of the unchangeability of Asiat­

ic societies, which is in such striking contrast with the constant dissolution and 

refounding of Asiatic states, and their never-ceasing changes of dynasty. The struc­

ture of the fundamental economic elements of society remains untouched by the 

storms which blow up in the cloudy regions of politics."31 [Emphasis added-RL] 

2) At the time of the English conquest, the original tribal community had for 

the most part already been dissolved. From its dissolution, however, emerged 

a new form, a kinship community with partitioned agricultural land, though 

not equally divided. The unequal lots ofland were given to individual fami­

lies and their size was based on the family's relationship to the tribal forefa­

thers. This form was prevalent in northwestern India as well as in Punjab. 

The lots were neither held for life nor were they hereditary; they remained in 

the family's possession until such time as the growth of the population or the 

need to allocate a lot to a relative who had been temporarily absent made a 

repartitioning necessary. Yet frequently, new claims were satisfied not by a 
general repartitioning, but through allocation of new parcels of uncultivated 

communal land. In this way, the familial lots ofland were often, however ille­

gally, virtually theirs for the duration of their lives, and were even inheritable. 

Next to this unevenly partitioned communal land, there were still forests, 

marshes, fields, and uncultivated estates belonging to all the families that 

were utilized collectively. The unusual communistic organization based on 

inequality came into contradiction with new interests. With each new gener­

ation, determining the degree of relationship between each person became 

more difficult, the tradition of the blood lineages faded, and the inequality of 
the familial lots ofland was increasingly felt to be an injustice by those disad­

vantaged by them. On the other hand, in many regions, a mixing of the popu­

lation unavoidably began, whether because of the departure of a section of 

the family, because of war or extermination of another part of the population, 

or because of new settlements and the acceptance of new members. Thus, 

the population of the community, despite all the apparent immobility and 
immutability of their relations, was indeed subdivided according to the qual­

ity of the soil into fields ( wund), and each family received a few strips ofland 
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both in the better, irrigated fields (which were called sholgura from shola, or 

rice) and in the inferior fields (lulmee).32 Reallotments were not periodic at 

first, at least before the English conquest; rather, they took place each time 

population growth caused a real inequality in the economic situation of the 

families. This was especially true in communities rich in land that had a sup­

ply of utilizable fields. In smaller communities, repartitioning occurred every 

ten, eight, or five years, often every year. The latter took place especially 

where there was a lack of good fields, making equal distribution each year to 

all members of the mark impossible. Therefore, only by rotating the use of 

the various fields could an equitable balance be achieved. Thus, the Indian 

tribal community ends, as it is disintegrating, by assuming the form that is 

historically established as the original German mark community. 

With British India and Algeria,33 we have become acquainted with two 

classic examples of the desperate struggle and the tragic end of the ancient 

communist economic organization through contact with European capital­

ism. The picture of the changeable fate of the mark community would not be 

complete if we neglected to take into consideration the remarkable example 

of the country where history apparently took an entirely different course. In 

this case, the state did not seek to destroy the communal property of the 

peasants through force, but on the contrary, attempted to rescue and preserve 

it with all the means at its disposal. This country is tsarist Russia. 

THE RUSSIAN VILLAGE 

We do not need to concern ourselves with the enormous theoretical debate 

concerning the origins of the Russian peasant commune that has gone on for 

decades. It was in complete accord with the hostile attitude toward primitive 

communism among contemporary bourgeois scholarship, that the "discov­

ery" by the Russian Professor Chicherin34 in 1858, according to whom the 

agricultural commune in Russia was not an original historical product at all, 

but supposedly an artificial product of the fiscal politics of Tsarism, should 

have achieved such a favorable reception and acceptance among German 
scholars.35 Chicherin, who yet again provides the proof that the liberal schol­

ars are, as historians, for the most part much more ineffectual than their reac­

tionary colleagues, still accepts the theory, which has already been 

definitively abandoned for Western Europe since Maurer, that the Russians 

settled in individual colonies from which the communities developed, sup­
posedly only in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Chicherin thereby 
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derives the collective crop rotation and the imposition of plots of land from 

the overlapping uses of crops in the strips ofland, while he views collective 

ownership of the land as a result of border disputes, and the public power of 

the mark community from the collective burden of the poll tax introduced in 

the sixteenth century. Thus, in a typically liberal fashion, he seems to turn all 

historical contexts, causes, and consequences upside down. 

Whatever one thinks about the antiquity of the peasant agricultural com­

mune or about its origins, it has, in any case, outlived the rather long history 

of serfdom and its dissolution, up to recent times. We will be concerned here 

only with its fate in the nineteenth century. 

When Tsar Alexander II enacted his so-called emancipation of the peas­

ant, the peasants' land was sold to them by the lords-following the Prussian 

example-whereby the lands were well indemnified by the treasury with 

bonds for the worst areas of the land ostensibly owned by the lords, imposing 

a debt in the amount of nine hundred million rubles, that was to be paid off to 

the treasury at a repayment rate of6 percent within forty-nine years. This land 

was not, as in Prussia, assigned to individual peasant families as private prop­
erty, but to whole communities as inalienable and unmortgageable communal 

property. The entire community took responsibility for the debt repayment 

together,just as they had with various taxes and dues, while individual mem­

bers were exempt from the assessment of the debt. In this way, the entire mas­

sive area of the Great Russian peasant masses was organized. At the beginning 

of the nineties, the arrangement of the complete ownership of land in Euro­

pean Russia (without Poland, Finland, and the region of the Don Cossacks) 

was as follows: The public domains, which mostly consist of enormous forest 

regions in the north and desert lands, encompassed 150 million dessatines [ 1 

dessatine = 2.69 acres]; imperial appanages, seven million; church and munic­

ipal property, less than nine million; in private ownership, ninety-three mil­

lion, of which only 5 percent belong to the peasants, while the rest belongs to 

the aristocracy, although 131 million dessatines were the communal property 

of the peasantry. In Russia as late as 1900, there were 122 million hectares [ 1 

hectare = 2.47 acres] belonging to the communal property of the peasantry 

and only twenty-two million that were the property of individual peasants. 
Looking at the economy of the Russian peasantry in this enormous area, as 

it existed until recently and in part still exists today, one easily recognizes again 

the typical structures of the mark community, as it was commonly observed, 
whether in Germany or Africa, on the Ganges or in Peru. The fields were par­

titioned, while forests, grasslands and bodies of water formed the undivided 
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communal lands. With the general prevalence of the primitive three-field crop 

rotation, summer and winter fields were divided according to soil quality into 

strips ("charts"), and each strip into smaller segments. The summer strips 

were distributed in April and the winter ones in June. With the scrupulous 

surveillance of equal land distribution, the diversity ofland uses had become 

so developed that, for example, the government of Moscow found, on average, 

that in the summer and winter fields there were eleven strips a piece, so that 

each peasant had at least twenty-two scattered parcels ofland to cultivate. The 

community usually parceled out pieces of land to be cultivated for the use of 

the community or laid inventory stocks aside for the same purpose, to which 

each individual member had to supply grain. The arrangements for the tech­

nical advancement of this economic unit were made so that each peasant fami­

ly could keep their land for ten years on condition that they fertilize it, or on 

each field they divided parcels ofland that were fertilized from the outset and 

only available for repartitioning every ten years. Most of the flax fields and the 

fruit and vegetable gardens were subject to the same rule. 

The allocation of various grasslands and pastures for the community 

herds, the fencing of the pastures, the conservation of the fields, as well as the 

designation of the field system, the times for individual field work, and the 

date and means of repartitionings-all of this was the domain of the commu­

nity, or more specifically, the village assembly. Concerning the frequency of 

repartitionings, there was great diversity. In a single province, for example, 

Saratov, nearly half of the 278 researched village communities in 1877 under­

took a reallotment each year, while the other half did so every two, three, five, 

six, eight, and eleven years. At the same time, thirty-eight communities that 

universally practiced fertilization had given up repartitionings altogether.36 

What is unique about the Russian mark community is the method ofland 

apportionment. The principle of equal lots common among the Germans 

was not prevalent in the Russian case, nor was a determination based on the 

needs of a particular family, as in Peru. Instead, the principle of taxability was 

the single determining factor. The fiscal concern with taxation dominated 

the life of the commune after the "emancipation of the peasant," and all of the 

village institutions revolved around taxation. For the tsarist government, tax­
ation was based on the so-called legally auditable souls, that is, all of the male 

inhabitants of the community without distinction of age, which had been 

determined every twenty years, ever since the first peasant census under 

Peter the Great, by the famous "audits" that were the terror of the Russian 
people and tore whole communities apart.37 
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The government taxed the villages based on the number of audited 

"souls." Yet the commune assessed the lump sum of taxes they were liable for 

onto the farms according to the number of laborers. The taxability of the 

farms determined how each portion of land was measured. The land allot­

ment thus appeared in Russia not as the source of nourishment for the peas­

ants, but as the source of taxation. It was not a benefit to which each farm was 

entitled, but an obligation imposed on every member of the community as a 

service to society. For this reason, there was nothing more original than a 

Russian village assembly, in which the land partitioning took place. Every­

where one could hear protests against parcels ofland that had been too gener­

ously allotted. Poor families without any real laborers and with predominantly 

women or minors as their members were completely spared with a pardon 

from taking on an allotment, while wealthy peasants were forced by the mass­

es of poorer peasants to take on the larger allotments. The tax burden at the 

center of Russian village life is also enormous. On top of the debt repayments, 

there were also poll taxes, a village tax, the church tax, the salt tax, etc. In the 

eighties, the poll tax and the salt tax were abolished, yet the tax burden 

remained so enormous that it devoured all of the peasantry's economic 

resources. According to a statistic from the nineties, 70 percent of the peas­

antry eked out less than a minimum existence from their land allotments, 20 

percent were able to feed themselves, but not to keep livestock, and only g 

percent had a surplus above their own needs that could be taken to market. 

Thus, a frequent occurrence of the Russian village immediately after the 

"emancipation of the peasant" was tax arrearage. Already in the seventies, an 

average yearly output of fifty million rubles for the poll tax was accompanied 

by an annual deficit of eleven million rubles in taxes. Once the poll tax was 

lifted, the poverty of the Russian village continued to grow, due to the simulta­

neous escalation of indirect taxation from the eighties onward. In i904, the tax 

arrears amounted to 127 million rubles, a debt that was almost completely can­
celled because collecting it had become totally impossible and because of the 

general revolutionary ferment. The taxes not only ate up all of the peasants' 

income, they also forced them to seek side occupations. One of these was sea­

sonal farm labor, which brought about whole migrations of peoples into the 
interior of Russia. As a result, the strongest male villagers migrated to the large 

manorial estates in order to be hired on as a day laborers, while their own 

fields back home were left in the weaker hands of older, female, and half­

grown workers. The beckoning of the city offered another possibility, namely, 
the manufacturing industries. In the central industrial region, therefore, this 
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class of temporary workers migrated to the city only for the winter, mostly to 

textile factories, in order to return to their village in the spring with their earn­

ings to work in the fields. Finally, in many regions, there was industrial home­

work or occasional agricultural work on the side, such as transport or 

chopping wood. And with all of this, the large majority of the peasant masses 

could hardly support themselves. Not only were all of the fruits of the farm 

eaten up by taxation, but their extra earnings as well. The mark community, 

which was collectively liable for the taxes, was equipped with strong means of 

enforcement vis-a-vis its members. They could rent out those whose taxes 

were in arrears to the outside for wage labor and requisition their earned 

income. They issued and denied internal passports to their members, without 

which a peasant was unable to leave the village. Finally, they had the legal right 

to enact corporal punishment upon those whose taxes were intractably in 

arrears. Periodically, this made the Russian village in the enormous stretches 

of the Russian interior a horrific sight. Upon the arrival of the tax collectors, a 
procedure began for which tsarist Russia coined the term "flogging out those 

in arrears." As the entire village assembly came together, the "evaders" had to 

take off their trousers and lay themselves down on a bench, whereupon they 

were brutally whipped by their fellow mark members, one after the other, with 

a stroke of the birch. The moaning and weeping of those being thrashed­

most often male heads of household or even white-haired old men-accom­

panied the higher authorities, who, after they had completed their task with 

the ringing of bells, went off in their troikas to hunt down another community 

and proceed to carry out the same punishments. It was not uncommon for a 

peasant to spare himself this public punishment by committing suicide. 

Another unique product of those circumstances was the "tax beggar," an 

impoverished old peasant who took to begging as a tramp in order to cobble 

together the taxes due and bring them back to the village. The state watched 

over the mark community, which had been turned into a tax machine, with 

severity and persistence. The law of 1881 decreed, for example, that the com­
munity could only sell agricultural land if two-thirds of the peasants made that 

decision, after which it was still necessary to get the consent of the Ministry of 

the Interior, the Ministry of Finance, and the Ministry of Crown Lands. Indi­

vidual peasants were allowed to sell their inherited lands only to other mem­

bers of the mark community. Taking on a mortgage was forbidden. Under 

Alexander III, the village community was robbed of all autonomy and was 

placed under the thumb of the "Land Captains," an institution similar to that 
of the Prussian district administrators. Decisions made by the village assem-
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bly required the consent of these officials; repartitionings ofland were under­

taken under their supervision, as well as tax assessment and debt collection. 

The law of 1893 made a partial concession to time pressures by declaring 

repartitionings permissible every twelve years. Yet, at the same time, with­

drawing from the mark community required the consent of the community 

and took place only under the condition that the person involved con­

tributed the entire sum of his individual portion of the repayment debt. 

Despite all of these artificial legal binds that squeezed the village commu­

nity, despite the guardianship of three ministries and a swarm of chinovniks 

[petty officials], the dissolution of the mark community could no longer be 

prevented. There was the crushing tax burden; the deterioration of the farm­

ing economy in the wake of peasants earning extra wages in agricultural and 

industrial work on the side; a shortage ofland, especially pasture and forest 

land, which had already been grabbed by the aristocracy during the displace­

ment of the peasantry, and a shortage of arable fields due to increasing popu­

lation. All of this resulted in two critical events: the escape to the city and the 

rise of usury within the village. To the extent that a tract ofland, along with 

work on the side in industry or elsewhere, increasingly served only to allevi­

ate a tax burden, without ever providing a subsistence, membership in the 
mark community became like an iron chain of hunger on the necks of the 

peasants. The natural desire of the poorer members of the community 

became escape from this chain. Hundreds of fugitives were sent back by the 

police as undocumented vagabonds to their communities and were then 

made an example of by their mark comrades by being beaten on a bench with 

rods. But the rods and the enforcement of passport controls proved them­

selves to be powerless against the mass flight of the peasants, who wanted to 

flee the hell of their "village communism" by night and fog into the city, to 

plunge themselves into the sea of the industrial proletariat. Others, for whom 

family bonds or other circumstances made escape inadvisable, sought by a 
legal path to accomplish their exit from the agricultural commune. For this to 

occur, they had to contribute their share of the debt repayment and here, 

they were assisted-by usurers. Early on, both the tax burden alone and the 

forced sale of grain on the most unacceptable terms in order to repay these 

debts exposed the Russian peasant to the usurers. Every emergency, every 

bad crop made turning to the usurers unavoidable. And ultimately, emanci­

pation from under the yoke of the community was unattainable for most 

unless they put themselves again under the yoke of the usurer, to whom they 

made themselves indebted, and whom they would have to serve and pay dues 
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to for an incalculable length of time. While the impoverished peasants sought 

to flee the mark community in order to free themselves from misery, many 

wealthy peasants turned their backs on it and in many cases they stepped out 

of the commune in order to escape the communal tax burden of the poorer 

ones. Although the official departure of the wealthy peasants abated, these 

individuals, who were in large part also the village usurers, formed into a rul­

ing power over the peasant masses, and knew how to extract convenient reso­

lutions for themselves from the indebted, dependent majority. Thus, in the 

heart of a village community officially based on equality and communal 

property, grew a clear division of classes into a small but influential village 

bourgeoisie and a mass of dependent and effectively proletarianized peas­

ants. The internal breakup of the village commune-crushed by taxes, eaten 

by usurers, and internally divided-eventually made waves on the outside: 

famine and peasant revolts were frequent occurrences in Russia in the eight­

ies. The internal government went after them with the same implacability as 

the tax executors and the military showed when coming after them to "paci­

fy" the village. In many regions, Russian fields became the scene of horrific 

death by starvation and bloody turmoil. The Russian muzhik [peasant] expe­

riences the fate of the Indian peasant and Orissa:J8 is in this case Saratov, 

Samara, and so on down the Volga.:l9 When the revolution of the urban pro­

letariat finally broke out in Russia in 1904 and 1905, the peasant insurrec­

tions, which had been chaotic up to that point, became a political factor by 

their sheer weight, tipping the scales of revolution and making the agricultur­

al question a central issue. Now, as the peasants, like an irresistible flood, 

flowed over the aristocratic estates and set the "aristocratic nests" on fire with 

their cry for land, and as the workers' party formulated the distress of the 

peasantry into a revolutionary demand to expropriate state property and the 

landed estates without compensation and to place them into the hands of the 

peasants, Tsarism finally retreated from the centuries-old agrarian policies 

that it had pursued with an iron persistence. The mark community could no 

longer be resuscitated; it had to be abandoned. Already in 1902, the very 

roots of the village community in its specific Russian incarnation got the axe: 

The collective liability for taxes was abolished. Of course, this measure was 

actively prepared by the financial policies of Tsarism itself. The treasury 

could easily forgo the collective liability when it came to direct taxation, with 

the indirect taxation having reached such a level that, for example, in the 

budget of 1906, with a total revenue of 2,030 million rubles, only 148 million 

came from direct taxes and 1,100 million from indirect taxes, among which 
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558 million came from the spirits monopoly alone, a tax that was implement­

ed by the "liberal" minister, Count Witte,4° to combat drunkenness. The 

poverty, hopelessness, and ignorance of the peasants contributed to the time­

ly establishment of this tax, the most reliable form of collective liability. In 

1905 and 1906, the remaining amount of the debt for the repayment foreman­

cipation was halved, and was canceled in 1907. And then the "Agrarian 

Reform" implemented in 1907 publicly set itself the task of creating peasant 

private property. The means for this would come from the parceling of 
domains, appanages, and, in part, landed estates. Thus, the proletarian revo­

lution of the twentieth century, even in its first, incomplete phase, had already 

destroyed, at the same time, the last remainders of bondage and the mark 
community, which had been artificially preserved by Tsarism. 

THE DISSOLUTION OF PRIMITIVE COMMUNISM 

AS A GENERAL PHENOMENON 

With the Russian village commune, the varied fate of primitive agrarian com­

munism comes to an end; the circle is closed. Beginning as a natural product 

of social development, as the best guarantee of economic progress, and of the 
material and intellectual flourishing of society, the mark community ends 
here as an abused tool of political and economic backwardness. The Russian 
peasant, who is beaten with rods by his fellow community members in the 

service of tsarist absolutism, offers the most horrific historical critique of the 

limits of primitive communism and the most evident expression of the fact 
that even this social form is subject to the dialectical law: reason becomes 
irrationality; benefit becomes scourge. 

Two facts spring to mind when one contemplates closely the fate of the 

mark community in various lands and parts of the earth. Far from being a rigid, 
unchangeable pattern, this highest and last form of the primitive communist 
economic system displays above all endless diversity, flexibility and adaptabili­
ty, as seen in its various forms. In so doing, it undergoes a quiet transformation 

process in each context and under all circumstances, which, because of its slow 
pace, may hardly be apparent at first from the outside. Inside the society, how­

ever, new forms are replacing old ones and thus it survives under each political 

superstructure of native or foreign institutions, and within economic and social 

life, it is constantly developing and decaying, advancing and declining. 
At the same time, this social form shows an extraordinary tenacity and 

stability, precisely because of its elasticity and adaptability. It defies all the 
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storms of political history; or rather it tolerates them passively, lets them pass 

and patiently endures for centuries the strains of every form of conquest, for­

eign rule, despotism, and exploitation. There is only one contact that it can­

not tolerate or overcome; this is the contact with European civilization, i.e. 

with capitalism. For the old society, this encounter is deadly, universally and 

without exception, and it accomplishes what centuries and the most savage 

Oriental conquerors could not: the dissolution of the whole social structure 

from the inside, tearing apart all traditional bonds and transforming the soci­

ety in a short period of time into a shapeless pile of rubble. 

But this whiff of death from European capitalism is simply the last and not 

the sole factor that brings about the inevitable decline of primitive society. The 

seeds of this lay inside the society itself. If we take the various means of its 

decline together, those that we know from various examples, this establishes a 

certain historical order of succession. Communist ownership of the means of 

production afforded, as the basis of a rigorously organized economy, the most 

productive social labor process and the best material assurance of its continuity 

and development for many epochs. But even the progress in labor productivity 

secured by it, albeit slowly, necessarily falls into conflict with the communistic 

organization over time. After the decisive progress-to a higher form of agricul­
ture, or lo the use of the ploughshare-had been accomplished and the mark 

community had retained its solid form on this basis, the next step in the devel­

opment of the technology of production after a certain amount of time necessi­

tates a more intensive land cultivation that for its part could only be achieved at 

that stage of agricultural technology by more intensive smallholding and by a 

stronger, closer relationship of the individual laborer to the soil. Longer use of 

the same parcel ofland by a single peasant family became the precondition of 

the more careful treatment of this land. Fertilization of the soil became, in Ger­

many, and concurrently in Russia, the reason behind the gradual abandonment 

ofland repartitionings. In general, we can identify a trait that is constant every­

where in the life of the mark community: the movement toward increasingly 

larger intervals of time between land reallotments, which sooner or later leads 

universally to a transition from allotted land to inherited land. In the same way 

that the transformation of communal property into private property keeps pace 

with the intensification oflabor, one can trace the fact that forest and pasture 

lands remained communal the longest, while the intensively worked farmland 

led first to the partitioned mark and then to hereditary property. By attaching 

private property to parcels of arable land, one does not unmake the entire com­

munal economic organization, since it continues to be upheld by the diverse 
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composition of the fields and enforced by the communal forest and grazing 

lands. The economic and social equality at the heart of ancient society are still 

not destroyed by it either. It initially forms only a single mass of peasants, equal 

in their living conditions, who generally can work and live according to these 

old traditions for centuries. Yet the gates have indeed already been opened to 

future inequality by the inheritability of property, and then especially by the 

purchasability and the universal salability of the peasant properties. 

The very burying of the traditional social organization by the process 

referred to above proceeds extremely slowly. There are other historical factors 

at work, which take care of this job more quickly and thoroughly, and these are 

the comprehensive public works projects, which the mark community is not 
able to cope with by its very nature due to its narrow limits. We have already 

seen the critical importance that artificial irrigation had for the agriculture of 
the Orient. This greater intensification oflabor and powerful rise in produc­

tivity led to quite different, wide-ranging results such as the changeover to fer­
tilization in the West. From the outset, the carrying out of artificial irrigation 

is, in large measure, intended for a large-scale enterprise. Because of this, there 

is no suitable institution within the organization of the mark community and 
thus special institutions had to be created above the mark community. We 

know that the direction of the public water works was at the root of the domi­
nation by the priests and every Oriental ruler. But also in the West, and more 
generally, there are various public affairs that, although simple in comparison 

to contemporary state organization, nevertheless had to be dealt with in every 

primitive society. These affairs of state grew with the development and 

progress of the society, therefore eventually requiring special organizations. 
Everywhere in Germany and Peru, in India and Algeria-we can define the 
path of development as the tendency in primitive societies to transform elect­

ed public offices to inherited ones. Yet, initially, this turnaround, proceeding 

slowly and intangibly, is still not a break with the foundations of communistic 

society. Rather, the inheritability of these public offices is a natural result of the 
fact that here too, as is in the nature of primitive societies, tradition and per­
sonal, collective experience ensure the successful handling of this office. With 
time, the inheritability of the offices has to lead unavoidably to the creation of 
a small, indigenous aristocracy, whose rulers are composed of servants to the 

community. The undivided mark estates, the ager publicus of the Romans, 

served as the economic basis of advancing the status of this aristocracy, to 
which power swung. Theft of the undemarcated or unused lands of the mark 
is the common method of all indigenous and foreign rulers, who vault them-
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SOUTHERN AFRICA 

If we look, for example, at the famous Empire of Mwata Kazembe in South 

Central Africa, to the east of the Lunda Empire,41 and into which the Por­

tuguese penetrated at the beginning of the nineteenth century, we can see, 

right in the heart of Africa, in a region hardly touched by Europeans, primi­

tive Negro social relations in which there is not much equality or freedom to 

be found. The i831 expedition of Major Monteiro and Captain Gamitto, 

undertaken from the Zambezi into the interior for scientific and trading pur­

poses, gives us the following portrait: Initially, the expedition came into the 

land of the Malawi, who were primitive hoe farmers and lived in small, coni­

cal palisade houses and wore only a loincloth on their bodies. At the time that 

Monteiro and Gamitto traveled through Malawiland, it was under the rule of 

a despotic leader who went by the title Nede. He adjudicated all disputes in 

his capital city, Muzenda, and disputing his decision was not allowed. True to 

form, he convened a council of elders who were required, however, to agree 

with his opinion. The land fell into provinces, which were governed by 

Mambos, and these were then further divided into districts that were led by 
Funos. All of these titles were hereditary. 

On the eighth of August we reached the residence ofMukanda, the powerful leader 

of the Chewa. 42 Mukanda, who had been sent a gift of various cotton goods, a red 

cloth, various pearls, salt, and cowries, came on the following day, riding on a black 

person into the encampment. Mukanda was a man sixty or seventy years old, with a 

pleasant, majestic appearance. His only garment consisted of a dirty cloth that he 

had wrapped around his hips. He stayed for about two hours and when he was leav­

ing, asked everyone in a friendly and irresistible manner for a gift .... The burial of 

the Chewa leaders is accompanied by extremely barbaric ceremonies. All of the 

wives of the recently departed are locked up with the corpse in the same hut until 

everything is ready for the burial. Then the funeral cortege moves .... toward the 

crypt, and once it arrives, the favorite wife of the deceased, along with some others, 

climb into the crypt and sit down with their legs outstretched. This living founda­

tion is then covered with draping and the cadaver is then laid on top of them, along 

with six other women who are thrown into the crypt after having their necks broken. 

Once the grave is covered, the shuddering ceremony ends with the impaling of two 

male youths, who are arranged atop the grave, one at the head with a drum, the other 

at the feet with a bow and arrow. Major Monteiro, during his stay in Chewaland, was 

a witness to one such burial." From here they went uphill into the middle of the 

empire. The Portuguese came "to a barren region, situated up high and almost 
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entirely lacking in foodstuffs. Everywhere one sees the signs of destruction by previ­

ous military campaigns, and famine plagued the expedition to a disturbing degree. 

Messengers were sent with a few gifts to the next Mambo, in order to get leaders, but 

those who were sent returned with the dispiriting news that they had encountered 

the Mambo next to his family, close to starvation and death, completely alone in the 

village .... Even before one reached the heart of the empire, one got samples of the 

barbarian justice that was part of everyday life there. One frequently encountered 

young people whose noses, hands, ears and other appendages had been cut off as 

punishment for some minor offense. On the nineteenth of November we entered the 

capital city, where the ass that Captain Gamitto was riding caused a stir. Soon we 

arrived at a road about forty-five miles long that was fenced in on both sides by two 

to three meter-high fences made of interwoven poles so elaborately constructed that 

they looked like walls. In these straw walls there were small open doors spaced apart 

from each other. At the end of the road, there is a small square barracks that is only 

open to the west, and in the middle of which stands a human figure, crudely carved 

out of wood, seventy centimeters tall, on a wooden pedestal. In front of the open 

side lay a heap of more than three hundred skulls. Here, the road turns into a large 

square area, at the end of which is a large forest that is only separated from the 

square by a fence. On the outside of it, on both sides of the gate, is a line tied on 

either side of the gate with thirty skulls strung onto it for ornamentation .... Follow­

ing this was the reception at Mwata's with all of the barbarian pageantry and sur­

rounded by his army of between five thousand and six thousand men. He sat on a 

chair covered by a green cloth spread over a pile ofleopard and lion skins. His head 

covering consisted of a scarlet conical cap, which was composed of half-meter long 

feathers. Wrapped around his forehead was a diadem made of glimmering stone; his 

neck and shoulders were covered by a kind of necklace made of shells, square pieces 

of mirror, and faux gems. Each arm had a piece of blue cloth wrapped around it, 

decorated with fur, and the forearms also had ornamental strings made of blue 

stones. A yellow, red, and blue-fringed cloth that was held together by a belt covered 

the lower body. The legs, like the arms, were decorated with blue jewels. 

Mwata proudly sat there with seven parasols protecting him from the sun and 

swung around the tail of a wildebeest for a scepter, while twelve Negroes armed 

with brooms were busy removing every piece of dust on the ground, every impurity 

from his holy vicinity. A rather complicated court life developed around the rulers. 

First, guarding his throne were two rows of figures, forty centimeters high, in the 

shape of the upper body ofa Negro adorned with animal horns and between these 

figures sat two Negroes who burned aromatic leaves in coal pans. The place of 

honor was occupied by the two main wives, with the first one dressed more or less 
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like Mwata. In the background, the harem of four hundred women was deployed, 

and indeed these women, apart from the aprons on their lower bodies, were com­

pletely naked. In addition, there were two hundred black women who stood waiting 

for the slightest command. Inside the quadrangle built by women sat the highest 

dignitaries of the kingdom, the Kilolo, sitting on lion and leopard skins, each with an 

umbrella and dressed similarly to Mwata. There were also several corps of musi­

cians, who made a deafening noise with their strangely shaped instruments, while a 

few court jesters, dressed in animal pelts and horns, ran around completing the 

entourage of the Kazembe who, armed in this dignified manner, awaited the Por­

tuguese advance. M wata is the absolute ruler of this people, his title meaning simply 

"Lord". Underneath him are the Kilolo, or the aristocrats, who are in turn divided 

into two classes. Among the more noble aristocrats are the crown prince, Mwata's 

closest relatives, and the high commanders of his army. But the very lives and prop­

erty of these nobles are only possible because ofMwata's absolute power. 

If this tyrant is in a bad mood, he will have a person's ears cut offifhe does not 

understand a command and asks for it to be repeated, "in order to teach him to 

listen more carefully." Every theft in his kingdom is punished by the amputation 

of the ears and hands; whoever gets together with one of his women or attempts 

to talk to her is killed or has all his limbs hobbled. The reputation he has among 

his superstitious people is that one cannot touch him without falling prey to his 

magical powers. Since it is impossible to avoid all contact with him, the people 

have discovered a means to avoid death. Whoever touches the lord, kneels down 

before him, and the lord lays the palm of his hand in a mysterious manner onto 

the one kneeling and thereby absolves him from the death curse. 43 

This is a picture of a society that has moved a long way away from the original 

foundations of every primitive community, from equality and democracy. It 

should not, however, be a foregone conclusion that under this kind of politi­

cal despotism, the relations of the mark community, the communal ownership 

of the land and soil, and communally organized labor, ceased to exist. As for 

the Portuguese, who are able to record exactly the superficial rubbish such as 

costume and courtesans, when it comes to things that run counter to the 

European system of private ownership, they have, just as all Europeans, no 
eyes, no interest, no frame of reference. In any case, the social inequality and 

the despotism of primitive societies are completely distinct from the inequali­

ty common in civilized societies, which transplanted itself onto the primitive. 

The increase in status of the primitive aristocracy and the despotic power of 
the primitive leader are all natural products of the society, like all of its other 
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necessities of life. They are only another expression for the helplessness of 

the society with respect to its natural surroundings and to its own social rela­

tions, a helplessness that appears both in the magical practices of the cult and 

in the periodic famines that either partly or completely starve the despotic 

leader along with the masses of his subjects. This rule by an aristocracy and a 

leader is therefore in complete harmony with the other material and intellec­

tual aspects of the society, and it becomes visible in the significant fact that the 

political power of the primitive ruler is always closely bound up with the 

primitive nature religion, with the cult of the dead, and is sustained by it. 

From this standpoint, Mwata Kazembe is the Lunda whom fourteen 

wives would follow into the grave alive and who rules over the death and life 

of his subjects according to his erratic moods, because he believes himself to 

be, and his people hold the rock solid conviction that he is, a magician. The 
despotic "Prince Kasongo" on the Lomami River who, forty years later, with 

great dignity among his noblemen and his people, presented a dance with his 
two naked daughters to the Englishman Cameron in a woman's skirt braided 

by monkey skins and a filthy handkerchief on his head, which consisted of 

him hopping up and down as a form of greeting, is in fact a much less absurd 
and insanely comical phenomenon than the rule of a person "by the grace of 
God" over sixty-seven million members of a people who produced the likes 
of Kant, Helmholtz, and Goethe. And yet even the worst enemy of this ruler 

could not call him a magician. 

Primitive communist society, through its own internal development, leads 

to the formation of inequality and despotism. It has not yet disappeared; on 
the contrary, it can persist for many thousands of years under these tribal con­
ditions. Such societies, however, sooner or later succumb to a foreign occupa­

tion and then undergo a more or less wide-ranging social reorganization. 

Foreign rule by Muslims is a foreign rule of special historical significance, 
because it predated European rule in vast stretches of Asia and Africa. Every­
where that nomadic Mohammedan peoples-whether Mongol or Arab­

instituted and secured their foreign rule, a social process began that Henry 
Maine44 and Maxim Kovalevsky called the feudalization of the land. They did 

not make the land their own property, but instead turned their attention to 
two objectives, the institution of taxes and the military consolidation of their 

domination of the country. Both goals served a specific administrative­
military organization, under which the land was divided into several ethnic 

groups and given as a kind of fiefdom to Muslim officials, who were also tax 
collectors and military administrators. Large portions of uncultivated mark 
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lands were utilized for the founding of military colonies. These institutions, 

together with the spread oflslam, implemented a profound change in the gen­

eral conditions of existence of primitive societies. Their economic conditions 

alone were little changed. The foundations and the organization of produc­

tion remained the same and persisted for many centuries, despite exploitation 

and military pressure. Of course, Muslim rule was not universally so consid­

erate of the living conditions of the natives. For example, the Arabs on the 

eastern coast of Africa operated for centuries from the Zanzibar Sultanate an 

extensive slave trade in Negroes, which led to frequent slave hunts in the inte­

rior of Africa, to the depopulation and destruction of whole African villages, 

and to the escalation of despotic violence by the native leaders, who found an 

enticing business venture in the sale of their own subjects or the subjugated 

members of their neighboring tribes. This transformation in conditions was 
the most profound for the fate of African society, until the still greater conse­
quences of European influence took place: This slave trade in Negroes came 

to pass only after the discoveries and conquests of the Europeans in the six­

teenth century, in order to service the plantations and all the mines exploited 

by the Europeans that were in full bloom in Asia and America. 
The intrusion of European civilization was a disaster in every sense for 

primitive social relations. The European conquerors are the first who are not 

merely after subjugation and economic exploitation, but the means of produc­
tion itself, by ripping the land from underneath the feet of the native population. 

In this way, European capitalism deprives the primitive social order of its foun­
dation. What emerges is something that is worse than all oppression and 
exploitation, total anarchy and a specifically European phenomenon, the uncer­

tainty of social existence. The subjugated peoples, separated from their means 

of production, are regarded by European capitalism as mere laborers, and when 

they are useful for this end, they are made into slaves, and if they are not, they 
are exterminated. We have witnessed this method in the Spanish, English, and 
French colonies. Before the advance of capitalism, the primitive social order, 

which outlasted all previous historical phases, capitulates. Its last remnants are 
eradicated from the earth and its elements-labor power and means of produc­

tion-are absorbed by capitalism. The early communist society thus fell every­
where-primarily because it was made obsolete by economic progress-in 

order to make room for prospects for development. This development and this 

progress shall, in the long run, be represented by the base methods of a class 
society, until this too will be made obsolete and be pushed aside by further 

progress. Here too, violence will be the mere servant of economic development. 



3-Slavery 

EDI TO RS' NOTE: This text, written sometime after r907 for Luxemburg's cours­

es at the Social Democratic Party School in Berlin, was locked away in the Russian 

regime's archives until the rggos. It is part of a large group of hitherto unknown 

texts by Luxemburg that have recently come to light. It was published for the first 

time in the 2002 issue of the Jahrbuch far Historische Kmnmunismusforschung by 

the noted Luxemburg scholar Narihiko Ito, who also provided a lengthy introduc-

tion. In Ito's edition, which we have followed, long ellipses, e.g. " ...... " indicate 

illegible passages in the surviving copy of the typescript; editors' clarifications are in 

square brackets. The translators, Ashley Passmore and Kevin B. Anderson, have 

attempted to preserve the sometimes unpolished language of the original. The 

second half of the text, on Roman slavery, has not been included here. 

The tendency of the mark community is to disintegrate and to make room for 

new relations, though always according to milieu or to other conditions and 

consequences. 

The oldest form to establish itself after the mark, to a greater or lesser 

extent in the ancient world, is slavery, the oldest form of class domination and 

economic exploitation. 

Engels says in his Anti-Diihring (pp. ifoH95 [MECW 25, pp. 146-71]) 
that after the emergence of private property, the opportunity to employ for­
eign labor arose. But war supplied them; prisoners of war who were, until 

this period, slain, and even earlier, eaten, were now used as laborers. (See 

Anti-Diihring,pp.188-89 [MECW 25,pp.168-69]). 
This explanation cannot, strictly speaking, satisfy us. 

We are far too inadequately informed about the facts of the slave economy 

and its origins. Even until recently there have been disagreements among the 

bourgeois researchers about the meaning and the extent of slavery and the 

ways it emerged. We are more or less dependent on hypotheses. 

It is necessary that one trace out the manner in which slavery emerged out 

of the mark and the gentile constitution. If we search for the point after which 

Ill 
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we see the mark and the gens exhibiting the oldest forms of exploitation and 

servitude, we will not immediately encounter slavery, but other forms, which 

might lead to slavery. 

Unlike Engels, we do not need to place exploitation after the emergence 

of private property. The mark itself allows for exploitation and servitude. 

The grafting of a foreign mark onto another allows for and creates a relation­

ship of exploitation and servitude toward the outside. (In fact, the mark 
ensured communism internally, but not externally.) An example of this is the 

Inca Empire. Moreover, the Inca Empire teaches us something else: although 
the conquerors, the Incas, themselves lived together in municipalities, we 

find in their case four ruling lineages, whose representatives governed the 

four provinces into which the country was divided. The Incas also had a 

standing army, necessary for maintaining domination. Thus, there was 
already a certain aristocracy within the mark. How did this develop? 

The four lineages would have taken control of the conquest. These four 
houses would have probably held an even greater position had the Spanish 

conquest not put an end to this process. 
Similar examples that correspond ...... the mark, there are many. E.g., 

the oldest historical reference from the island of Crete is that it was con­
quered hy the Dorians. The Dorians were one of the main tribes of Greece. 
The conquest took place in prehistoric times. We do not know who lived on 

Crete. The conquered people on Crete must have handed over the yields 

from their crops, excluding the necessary sustenance for themselves and 
their families, to the conquerors. From these contributions from the subju­
gated people of Crete, the costs of the common meals of the free people were 

determined. This is due to the fact that the Dorians lived under communism. 

An example that the mark was compatible with the exploitation of other 
marks. The land continued to belong to the Cretan population; they only 
had to be able to afford the dues. (The Greek legend of the Minotaur that ate 
young boys and virgins can be explained by the fact that the subjugated had 

to hand over their young boys and virgins to the conquerors, similar to the 

Quechua tribes in the Inca Empire.) 
Similar relationships existed elsewhere in Greece. 

In Thessaly, the early inhabitants, who lived there before the Greeks, were 
conquered by the Aeolians and forced to become tenant farmers. They had a 
name that meant "poor people." Originally, this was one of their folk names. 

The ...... are from ...... wandered to Asia Minor, conquered Bithynia and 

similarly subjugated the people living there and subjected them to taxes. 
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The most interesting and fruitful example is Sparta itself. In Sparta, we still 

find a strong tradition of gentile law. The Spartans used the peasant population 

of the helots as state slaves. They were handed over by the state, that is, by the 

mark community, to individuals. The individuals were not allowed, however, to 

kill or sell them to the outside, because the slaves remained communal proper­

ty. The helots supplied the landless among the Spartans and had to relinquish 

a certain portion of their yields. Whatever they obtained beyond this amount 
belonged to them. The land still belonged to the Spartans. It was taken from 

them by the Spartans, so that they now worked on a foreign land that had previ­

ously belonged to them. They also had military obligations. 

The Spartans also married the helots. The children of these marriages 
were, if they were raised as Spartans, not only free, but also citizens. For that 

reason, their education determined their fate. They were called mothaken: 

half-breeds. 

Aside from the Spartans and the helots, there was another population, 
that of the Periokoi, e.g.: those that lived around the city (thus the word 

periphery). The Periokoi had no political rights, but were personally free. 
The Spartans continued to live in the gens. Marriage was forbidden with­

in the gens; the gentile law of inheritance was in effect, and thus the wealth 

remained in the gens. Marriage within the gens was only allowed to heiresses, 
in order that the wealth remain in the gens. From the dues of the helots, the 
Spartans ran a communist economic organization. Bourgeois historians con­

strue the communist meals in Sparta as militaristic club feasts. 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CRETE AND SPARTA? 

In Crete, the land remained the property of the inhabitants, even after the 
conquest by the Dorians, who only demanded dues from the subjugated. 

In Sparta, the Spartans took the land from the helots and the helots were 

forced to work this land for the Spartans. The helots could therefore subsist 

only if they fed both themselves and their masters. They were dominated 
completely by the mark community of the Spartans and were assigned to 
individuals, that is, treated like objects. They therefore worked as labor 

power on foreign soil. They have no social cohesion of their own anymore; 

they are integrated into the mark of the Spartans. But they are not an active 

part of the mark of the Spartans, only the labor power for their subjugators. 
They have no more land, which was the basis of their social cohesion. They 

can only become Spartans if they are children of Spartans and helots, and if 
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they are in such a way raised as Spartans; apart from this, they can only 

become fully entitled members of the Spartan mark through distinction in 

military service. Thus they are already slaves; they live in a class state. 

If we compare the Peruvians, Crete, and Sparta, we would have to locate the 

Peruvian and the Cretan forms as the older forms and the Spartan as the newer 

one. In Peru and Crete, the subjugated are not yet slaves. They are members of 

the mark as before. There is no class domination, no class society in effect here. 

A class society is the grouping of classes within a given society. In Peru and 

Crete, it is a matter of the exploitation of one society by another society. 

However, the helots form a social bond with the Spartans. Therefore, they 

live in a class society. 

Slavery accelerates the dissolution of the communist association and goes 

hand in hand with the rise of private property. This stands in contrast to Engels, 

who saw slavery as arising only after the introduction of private property. 

Slavery appeared naturally in several phases, depending on the level of 

development of the specific society. 

The first beginning of slavery is a kind of tenant relationship. Commu­

nism is carried over, except that certain dues have to be paid. This has a cor­
rosive effect on the conquered, as well as the conquerors. In a later stage, the 

land is taken from the conquered and already slavery has arrived. But the 

conquered are still being exploited communistically. Then the disintegration 

of communism. The rise of private property. Thereby the slaves also become 

private property. While before the slaves were not to be killed or sold, 

because they were communal property, once private property arose, the indi­

vidual could do with the slave what he wanted. 

The exploitation of a mark by another has a corrosive effect on the 

exploited mark, something we see already with the Incas. The disintegrative 

process is accelerated. First the conquest occurs and then a reconfiguration 

of the organization takes place. In order to fortify this, a specific class devel­

ops, the military, and thus inequality in the mark. Domination from above 

evolves faster when conquests and wars occur. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF SLAVERY AMONG THE GREEKS 

At the moment the Greeks enter history, their situation is that of a disintegrat­

ed gens. Though there are strong vestiges of the gentile law remaining, never­

theless there already exists a rural system of private property and the free 

right to dispose of that land. The peasantry is already in a state of deep 
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indebtedness. Along with them, there is an aristocracy. Its representatives 

can already be found in the gentile constitution. The aristocrats are the 

descendants of the public officeholders in the gentile constitution: chiefs of 

the mark, herdsmen, etc. In the mark, they generally come from the undivid­

ed mark and over time, they confiscate more and more from it. In this way, 

they obtain greater assets and with the advent of hereditary power, they 

develop more and more into a mass that is supported by the peasantry. In this 

way, a minor aristocracy develops, one that already possesses privileges and 

goods. The earliest members of the mark are already the indebted peasants, 

who have to pay dues to the aristocracy. 

These relationships were strongly influenced by the culture of the Orient, 

which was older and more prosperous. In order to be able to understand all 

the events of the ancient world in Greece and Rome, the influence of the Ori­

ent must, generally speaking, be taken into account, such as in the Near East, 

Assyria, Babylonia, Egypt, and Phoenicia. Historians and scholars of prehis­

tory place great emphasis on the influence of the Near East. In particular, the 

Oriental technologies of war were especially influential. The Greek war char­

iot originated in the Near East. 

Exchange of goods with the Orient was critical. Luxury items were 
exchanged for the refinement of their way oflife. The reason for the exchange 

was in order to get their hands on these items. Since in the old empires, there 

was as yet no strong differentiation among the classes; the upper strata lived 

quite luxuriously. Already in the ninth, tenth centuries before Christ, there 

existed a strong disintegration within the society. 

Exchange with the Orient led to two things: 

1. provided an incentive to the aristocracy to have various products manu­

factured, which could be exchanged for luxury items from the Orient. 

Among these items were oil, wine, and metals. 

2. spread, in association with exchange, a monetary economy in place of the 

earlier natural economy, since metal as a means of exchange comes from the 

Orient. In a natural economy, all products are produced only for subsistence 

and in fact mainly by the people who themselves consume, sell, or exchange 
them. The leader of the mark receives foodstuffs as income. Yet, once the lead­
ers become an aristocracy and the monetary economy is in place, the public 

dues had to be paid in money and in kind. This creates a situation wherein the 

peasantry falls increasingly into debt [to] the large landowners. 

In Homer's time, around the same time as the great migration of the Ger­

manic peoples, raising livestock prevailed over agriculture, which was [already] 
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important in this period. At this time, the aristocracy themselves took part in 

production, which ended after Homer. The aristocracy positioned the fighters; 

it had trade with the Orient in its hands. This can also be deduced from the 

mark itself. The mark itself engaged in trade, but with the outside, not within its 

own borders. The mark as a whok was engaged in trade. Since the mark as such 

could not carry on trade, it came about that the natural or customary public 

officials became, at the same time, the natural public organs of trade. And it is 

from these public officials that the aristocracy was later derived. 

As seats for the reigning military aristocracy, there were castles that served 

as permanent constructions of militarism. Building the castles was a form of 

compulsory labor for the surrounding peasantry. The more hereditary the 

mark's earlier leadership positions became, the greater the dues paid by the 

peasants. Instead of money, the only thing they could afford was compulsory 

labor. It was compulsory labor for them, because the peasants no longer paid 

their dues to an elected organization. An historically handed down inverted 

relationship from the past. 

The refinement of the lives of the aristocracy led to an increasing division 

between them and the peasantry. It developed into, on the one hand, the mass 

of peasants, who bore the brunt of the work, and on the other hand, the small 
body of aristocratic families, who saw as their only occupations the conduct of 

war and trade, with the latter helping to enhance their way oflife. Eventuall:J, 

the aristocracy ceased to participate in the production process. This increased 

their standard of living even more. This increase resulted in an even greater 

trade, and in order to support it, production had to be adapted for trade. 

Passive trade gave way to active trade. That is, while the aristocracy origi­

nally needed surplus for trade, it later had goods manufactured for the sole 

purpose of exchange: oil, wine, and metals. These items were exchanged for 

fine linen, perfumes, purple robes, etc. With increasing trade came a growing 
use of precious metals. Increasingly, the peasants had to pay their dues in 

money; they fell more and more into debt. 

This leads to the establishment of debt slavery. Peasants who cannot afford 

their dues are turned into slaves, who thus give over their life and death to the 

aristocracy. Everything for which they labor, they do for the aristocracy. 
In conjunction with this, a new social form emerged, the ancient city. This 

was the area in which the aristocrats lived. Within the city they had their 

houses and outside of the city they kept their goods. Living in the city meant 

that one was not a participant in the production process, since the fields, the 

key source of production, lay further out. 
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In order to be able to live in the city, it was necessary for the aristocracy to 

have artisans living around them as well as city merchants, who acted as bro­

kers for them, and in addition there were a whole series of personal servants. 

Here for the first time the foundations of a true slavery begin to take shape, 

one that we also see later in Greece. 

Already during the time of Homer there were traces of slavery, though 

only in aristocratic families and in small numbers. In this first phase of slav­

ery, there was a preponderance of the female element. Female slaves were used 

as concubines, wet nurses, and maids in the house, who worked next to the 

housewife and under her direction. 

Then, adding to the decline of the peasant class, came debt slavery. 

As early as the sixth century, these circumstances led to revolutions in 

Greece. 

The ruined peasant class rebelled and called for new allocations of land 

and soil, a utopian demand to turn back the wheel of history. Although this 
call during the Solonian Revolution1 of 594 would die away without being 

heard, the rebellion precipitated one thing: the abolition of debt slavery. (See 

"Ploetz.")2 (Solon was the legislator, the Solonian Revolution is to be under­

stood here as upheaval.) 
The remarkable course of Greek history can be explained by these cir­

cumstances, where class domination took on the original form of domination 

by the city over the land. 

Slavery and trade evolved at the same time as the aristocracy. 

After slavery was initially adopted for personal service, the aristocracy 

reached the point where, in order to keep up with the increase in its living 

standards, it had to buy slaves in order to create products for exchange. For 

the first time, in Greece, we see workshops that are established specifically 

for slaves to produce goods for exchange. The use of slaves in oil and wine 

plantations and the massive use of slaves in mines. The slaves became direct 

competitors to the proletarianized peasants, and they eventually could be 

used by the aristocracy in their larger enterprises. In the mines, free labor was 

displaced completely by slave labor. Initially peasants doing compulsory labor 
carried out artisanal labor for the aristocracy. As the needs of the aristocrats 

became more refined, however, the peasants were no longer adequate. Spe­

cialists emerged who could do much more refined work in their craft. In the 

end, the free artisans were largely replaced by slaves. 

Thus we see in Greece, namely in Attica, that wealthy Greeks established 

entire workshops in which slaves manufactured products for exchange. 



118 THE ROSA LUXEMBURG READER 

Demosthenes, the father of the famous orator, had a workshop in which thir­

ty slaves worked under supervision as sword sharpeners and armorers. 

As a result of the Solonian Revolution, not only was debt slavery abolished, 

but military obligations also came to affect the peasantry. They became, so to 

speak, full citizens. Under the circumstances, however, this contributed to an 

even more rapid disintegration of the peasantry. As a result of the development 

of trade, which in Greece was comprised of sea trade, a merchant fleet and a 

navy emerged. Thus there was a large military burden upon the entire people. 

The burden of the navy was one of the greatest burdens on the peasantry. 

After debt slavery had been abolished, prisoners of war increasingly became 

material for slavery. Later, in the seventh century, slaves were increasingly pur­
chased. The purchased slaves were the peoples who lived around the perimeter 

of the Black Sea. Some of them also came from less civilized regions in the West 

such as what is today Spain, contemporary Gaul. The Greeks kept colonies all 

around this region. Colonization was one of the causes of the disintegration of 

the peasantry. Wherever a group of Greeks conquered a speck ofland, usually 

along the shoreline of the sea, they established themselves there with their facil­

ities and it became a Greek city. This was the case with Chios, an island and a 
Greek colony, where there was a large slave market. 

The slave trading economy was especially large in centers where the large 

mines and plantations were concentrated, such as Sicily and Attica (Attica is 

Athens with a certain perimeter), in Corinth and elsewhere. 

Thus, after the Solonian Revolution, there were slaves who were 

captured, purchased and who were born into the household. 

INDICATIONS OF THE SCOPE OF SLAVERY 

The question of the size of the slave trade in Greece and in the ancient world 

is generally a point of contention among scholars, economists and historians. 

Rodbertus-3 made himself well known for the portrayal of the ancient Greek 

oikos economy ( oikos is the house, the family, together with the bondsmen, 

maidservants, and slaves). With this description, he created the impression that 

the whole of economic life in the ancient world rested upon slavery. This view 
was accepted by Professor Biicher,4 for whom the first phase of economic 

development is the closed, household economy, based on slave labor. Accord­

ing to Bucher, this domestic economy predominated up to the Middle Ages. 

Recentry, Professor Eduard Meyer has strongry contradicted this view. Two 

works by him can be recommended: 
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1. The Economic Development of the Ancient World. A Lecture, i895. 

2. Slavery in the Ancient World, i8g8. 

The first work was cited heavily by Kautsky in The Origin of Christianity. 
There are also numerous articles on Professor Eduard Meyer and his 

views (under "Population in Ancient Times") published in the Handworter­
buch der Staatswissenschaften. 

Unfortunately, Professor Eduard Meyer advocates the opposite extreme. He 

mainly demonstrates that slavery played a rather marginal role in antiquity and 

he bases his assessment on the fact that the number of slaves was either the same 

or smaller than the number of free laborers (with the exception of a few periods). 

His rationale does not hold water. In contemporary society, capitalist pro­

duction is dominant. Within it are the industrial workers. The farm laborers, 

the small craftsmen, the layers of educated professionals, etc., do not belong 

to it. But they, the industrial workers, stamp the conditions of their existence 

on the other classes. Contemporary society is formed by them although they 

are in fact a minority in the population. 

It follows that the slaves may have been a minority of the population and 

yet all of the economic life in antiquity could have rested on them. It is not the 

numbers that are definitive, but the sum total of the tendencies that result 

from them that is definitive. 

([ ... J.5 Eduard Bernstein came up with the idea, after the census of 1905, 

that there were thus so and so many craftsmen, tradesmen, etc. But that in no 

way disproves the fact that the proletariat is the foundation of today's society. 

It is not possible to arrive at that with numbers.) 

The first detailed evidence concerning slave labor comes from the fifth 

century, the time of Pericles, who lived between 444 and 429. He was promi­

nent in Attica and had a great influence. According to the Beloch's6 latest 

figures, in Attica, there were 130,000-150,000 freemen, a hundred thousand 

slaves at that time. The total population of Greece amounted to 2,250,000. 

Among them, Beloch counted 850,000 slaves in the same Periclean period. 

Professor Meyer revised the numbers further. According to him, in the 

year 431, in the time of Pericles, there were 170,000 freemen, forty thousand 

metics [resident aliens], descendants of mixed marriages of slaves and citi­

zens, and 150,000 slaves. (Contemporary [ ... ] Greece has over two million 

inhabitants, remaining more or less stable.) 
Afterwards, the worsening of conditions in Greece, after the turning point 

of Pericles' time. 431-404 B.C., the Peloponnesian War between Sparta and 
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Athens. In this war, a sizable number of free peasants perished because they 

formed the infantry. Later, slavery increased even further. For Attica in the 

4th century, 317-307, the following statistics: ninety thousand free citizens, 

forty thousand metics, and 400,000 slaves. 

Professor Meyer does not dispute these numbers. They prove that after 

the war the number of slaves exceeded that of the rest of the population. He 

only claims that this was not the case before and, even then, not in all of 

Greece, but in a few centers. Furthermore, Professor Meyer speaks of indus­

try and factories in Greece, a typically bourgeois bias. 

Thus, where slaves predominated, they were not only used in crafts, mines, 

and on plantations, but also very much in personal services. Slaves were seen as 
belonging to the estate of a free citizen. Certain citizens owned fifty, and others 

had a thousand. It became fashionable in the forth century for free citizens to 
set foot in the city only with a drove of slaves in front and in back of them. 

When dandies appeared in Athens, slaves carried chairs for the dandies, letting 
the master sit down every few steps to shoo away the heat with fans. 

Through Aristotle (born 384 B.C., died 322 B.C.), we have a strong 

impression of the circumstances of this period. In his Politics, which com­
prises eight books, he writes: "It is a complete household only if it contains 
slaves and freemen" [ 1255b1]. 

From Book I of Politics: "The essence of the science of being a master has 

to do with using his slaves correctly. He is the master, not because he is the 

owner of a person, but because he avails himself of it. The slave comprises a 
part of the wealth of the family" [ 1255b4]. 

From Book III of Politics: "Nature itself created slavery. Animals divide 

into male and female. The male is the more perfect one, it dominates. The 
female is imperfect, it obeys. Now, there are individuals in humankind who are 

just as subordinate to others, like the body to the soul, like the animal to man. 

These are beings that are only good for manual labor, and are not suited for 
anything more perfect than that. These individuals are destined by nature to 
be slaves because there is nothing better for them than to obey. Is there then, 
in fact, any real difference between slaves and animals? Their sei:vices are sim­

ilar to one another; they are only useful to us through their bodies. From these 
principles we can conclude that nature created people for freedom and others 

for slavery, so that it is beneficial and just that the slave obeys" [ 1254b1]. 
There is a complete split between mental and manual labor. According to 

Aristotle, nature created slaves and physical labor, the basis of production, is 
according to him, the basis for bondage. 
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The free peasants were both members of society and citizens, and they 

took part in many aspects of public affairs. 

With time, it transpired that every aristocrat lived in the city and his main 

concern became dealing with affairs of state, aside from the concern with sci­

ence, art, and military service. The peasants were proletarianized, were 

unable to find work, since there were slaves everywhere. They became super­

fluous, did not count. 

As a foreigner, the slave had no opportunity at all to take part in public 

life. He had no public obligations. Therefore, the master had the complete 

right to dispose of him, since there were no citizenship rights, no protection 

by the state. 

Even if the slaves were the smaller group, they were nevertheless the prin­

cipal focus. They proletarianized the peasants. The separation of intellectual 

life from the production process. 
These are the fruits of slavery. This resulted in the disintegration of Greek 

society as well as the Roman one. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In Greece, slavery led to the separation of knowledge from the process of pro­

duction. Before this, knowledge was not separate from productive labor. 
Knowledge was collective and concentrated in production. Everyone worked, 

and everyone worked together. Knowledge remained necessary. In order to 

cut a stone, in order to manufacture tools; for that, scientific understanding 

was necessary. In order to undertake the organization of the mark, quite a bit 
ofknowledge was required. 

The next form is that knowledge rested with the priests. As in India, they 

were not allowed to work in the fields. Because of this, they acquired time for 

extensive mental labor. This was necessary, for example, in the Orient, since 
organizing the construction of the large waterworks came to be carried out 
not only by the mark, but also by many others as well. The priests were in 
intimate contact with nature, because they had to support the cult, which at 

that time was a nature cult. 
The next form in which knowledge was disconnected from production 

was slavery. And in fact, within slavery, total separation of manual and mental 
labor likewise took place. 

This benefited science and art. Free from being bound to production, they 

could now float freely in the air, hurry ahead of time. Art succeeded in blossom-
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ing in Greece to a point that has not been reached in our time. Aristotle would 

not have been capable of becoming what he was without slavery. Everything 

that exists today is bound up with the ancient Greek world, with Aristotle. In 
this sense we could even say: without slavery, there would be no socialism. 

Knowledge was also beneficial to the production process. 

The exclusion of slaves from mental life led of course to the rulers creating 
laws that benefited their own interests, yet these also had to be honored by the 

slaves, although they did not take part in their enactment. It is not much differ­

ent today. There were laws and a dominant class that did not take part in the 

production process. Those who created all the assets had to submit to them. 

In the socialist society, knowledge will be the common property of every­

one. All working people will have knowledge. 



4 - Martinique 

ED IT o Rs' No TE: This article, written shortly after a massive volcanic eruption 

in May 1902 at the port of St. Pierre in the Caribbean island of Martinique, 

reflects Luxemburg's intense interest in events outside of Europe and her fervent 

opposition to European colonialism. It was first published in the Leipziger Volk­

szeitung of May 15, 1902. The translation is by David Wolff. 

Mountains of smoking ruins, heaps of mangled corpses, a steaming, smoking 

sea of fire wherever you turn, mud and ashes-that is all that remains of the 

flourishing little city which perched on the rocky slope of the volcano like a 

fluttering swallow. For some time the angry giant had been heard to rumble 

and rage against this human presumption, the blind self-conceit of the two­

legged dwarfs. Great-hearted even in his wrath, a true giant, he warned the 

reckless creatures that crawled at his feet. He smoked, spewed out fiery 

clouds, in his bosom there was seething and boiling and explosions like rifle 

volleys and cannon thunder. But the lords of the earth, those who ordain 

human destiny, remained with faith unshaken-in their own wisdom. 

On [May] 7th, the commission dispatched by the government announced to 
the anxious people of St. Pierre that all was in order in heaven and on earth. All 

is in order, no cause for alarm!-as they said on the eve of the Oath of the Tennis 

Court in the dance-intoxicated halls of Louis XVI, while in the crater of the rev­

olutionary volcano fiery lava was gathering for the fearful eruption. All is in 

order, peace and quiet everywhere!-as they said in Vienna and Berlin on the 

eve of the March eruption fifty years ago.1 The old, long-suffering titan of Mar­

tinique paid no heed to the reports of the honorable commission: after the peo­

ple had been reassured by the governor on the 7th, he erupted in the early hours 

of the 8th and buried in a few minutes the governor, the commission, the peo­

ple, houses, streets and ships under the fiery exhalation of his indignant heart. 

The work was radically thorough. Forty thousand human lives mowed 

down, a handful of trembling refugees rescued-the old giant can rumble and 

123 
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bubble in peace, he has shown his might, he has fearfully avenged the slight 

to his primordial power. 

And now in the ruins of the annihilated city on Martinique a new guest 

arrives, unknown, never seen before-the human being. Not lords and bonds­

men, not blacks and whites, not rich and poor, not plantation owners and 

wage slaves-human beings have appeared on the tiny shattered island, 

human beings who feel only the pain and see only the disaster, who only want 
to help and succor. Old Mt. Pelee has worked a miracle! Forgotten are the days 

of Fashoda,2 forgotten the conflict over Cuba, forgotten "la Revanche"-the 

French and the English, the Tsar and the Senate ofWashington, Germany and 

Holland donate money, send telegrams, extend the helping hand. A brother­

hood of peoples against nature's burning hatred, a resurrection of humanism 
on the ruins of human culture. The price of recalling their humanity was high, 
but thundering Mt. Pelee had a voice to catch their ear. 

France weeps over the tiny island's forty thousand corpses, and the whole 
world hastens to dry the tears of the Mother Republic. But how was it then, 

centuries ago, when France spilled blood in torrents for the Lesser and 

Greater Antilles? In the sea off the east coast of Africa lies a volcanic island­

Madagascar: fifty years ago there we saw the disconsolate Republic who 
weeps for her lost children today, how she bowed the obstinate native people 
to her yoke with chains and the sword. No volcano opened its crater there: 

the mouths of French cannons spewed out death and annihilation; French 

artillery fire swept thousands of flowering human lives from the face of the 
earth until a free people lay prostrate on the ground, until the brown queen of 

the "savages" was dragged off as a trophy to the "City of Light." 

On the Asiatic coast, washed by the waves of the ocean, lie the smiling 

Philippines. Six years ago we saw the benevolent Yankees, we saw the Wash­
ington Senate at work there.:3 Not fire-spewing mountains-there, American 
rifles mowed down human lives in heaps; the sugar cartel Senate today sends 

golden dollars to Martinique, thousands upon thousands, to coax life back 

from the ruins, sent cannon upon cannon, warship upon warship, golden 

dollars millions upon millions to Cuba, to sow death and devastation. 
Yesterday, today, far off in the African south, where only a few years ago a 

tranquil little people lived by their labor and in peace, there we saw how the 

English wreak havoc, these same Englishmen who in Martinique save the 
mother her children and the children their parents: there we saw them stamp 

on human bodies, on children's corpses with brutal soldiers boots, wading in 

pools of blood, death and misery before them and behind. 
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Ah, and the Russians, the rescuing, helping, weeping Tsar of All the Rus­

sians-an old acquaintance! We have seen you on the ramparts of Praga, 

where warm Polish, blood flowed in streams and turned the sky red with its 

steam.4 But those were the old days. No! Now, only a few weeks ago, we have 

seen you benevolent Russians on your dusty highways, in ruined Russian vil­

lages eye to eye with the ragged, wildly agitated, grumbling mob; gunfire rat­
tled, gasping muzhiks fell to the earth, red peasant blood mingled with the 

dust of the highway. They must die, they must fall because their bodies dou­

bled up with hunger, because they cried out for bread, for bread! 

And we have seen you too, Oh Mother Republic, you tear-distiller. It was 

on May 23 of 1871: the glorious spring sun shone down on Paris; thousands 
of pale human beings in working clothes stood packed together in the streets, 

in prison courtyard, body to body and head to head; through loopholes in 

the walls, mitrailleuses thrust their bloodthirsty muzzles. No volcano erupt­
ed, no lava stream poured down. Your cannons, Mother Republic, were 

turned on the tight-packed crowd, screams of pain rent the air-over twenty 

thousand corpses covered the pavements of Paris!S 

And all of you-whether French and English, Russians and Germans, 
Italians and Americans-we have seen you all together once before in broth­
erly accord, united iu a great league of nations, helping and guiding each 

other: it was in China. There too you forgot all quarrels among yourselves, 

there too you made a peace of peoples-for mutual murder and the torch. 

Ha, how the pigtails fell in rows before your bullets, like a ripe grainfield 

lashed by the hail! Ha, how the wailing women plunged into the water, their 
dead in their cold arms, fleeing the tortures of your ardent embraces! 

And now they have all turned to Martinique, all one heart and one mind 

again; they help, rescue, dry the tears and curse the havoc-wreaking volcano. 
Mt. Pelee, great-hearted giant, you can laugh; you can look down in loathing 

at these benevolent murderers, at these weeping carnivores, at these beasts in 
Samaritan's clothing. But a day will come when another volcano lifts its voice 

of thunder: a volcano that is seething and boiling, whether you need it or not, 
and will sweep the whole sanctimonious, blood-splattered culture from the 

face of the earth. And only on its ruins will the nations come together in true 
humanity, which will know but one deadly foe-blind, dead nature. 
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5-Social Reform or Revolution 

EDITORS' NOTE: Social Reform or Revolution, Luxemburg's famous critique of 

Eduard Bernstein's revisionism, first appeared as a series of articles in Leipziger 

Volkszeitung in September 1898 and April 1899. Bernstein (1850-1932) was a lead­

ing figure in the German socialist movement who had been named Marx's literary 

executor by Frederick Engels while in exile in England in the 1890s. Bernstein's 

advocacy of revisionist views after Engels' death stunned many at the time, given 

his leading role in the Second International. The controversy was initiated by 

Bernstein's publication of several essays during the years 1896-98 under the title 

"Problems of Socialism" in Neue Zeit, the main theoretical journal of German 

Social Democracy. Bernstein called for a reappraisal of many of Marx's concepts in 

light of the presumed stability of capitalism and the growth of Social Democracy, 

earning him the appellation "revisionist." Though Luxemburg was not the first to 

attack Bernstein's effort to revise the basic tenets of Marxism, her analysis was the 

most comprehensive and her critique of Bernstein established her as a major figure 

in German Social Democracy and the Second International as a whole. 

Luxemburg's critique of Bernstein, part of which first appeared in Leipziger 

Volkszeitung, was reprinted in book form as Part I of Social Reform or Revolution 

in 1899, along with a Part II that critiqued Bernstein's book Voraussetzungen des 

Sozialismus und die Aufgaben der Sozialdemokratie, published earlier in 1899. 

(Bernstein's book is available in English under the title Evolutionary Socialism.) 

A second edition of Reform or Revolution, which contained a number of revisions 

and corrections by Luxemburg, was published in 1908. This translation by Dick 

Howard follows the text of the 1899 edition, but incorporates changes from the 

second edition. Passages eliminated in the second edition are in brackets; 

passages added to the second edition are in the endnotes. 

PREFACE 

At first view, the title of this work may be surprising. Social reform or revolu­

tion? Can Social Democracy be against social reforms? Can it oppose social 
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revolution, the transformation of the existing order, its final goal, to social 

reforms? Certainly not. The practical daily struggle for reforms, for the ame­

lioration of the condition of the workers within the framework of the existing 

social order, and for democratic institutions, offers Social Democracy the 

only means of engaging in the proletarian class struggle and working in the 

direction of the final goal-the conquest of political power and the suppres­

sion of wage labor. For Social Democracy there exists an indissoluble tie 

between social reforms and revolution. The struggle for reforms is its means; 

the social revolution, its goal. 

It is in Eduard Bernstein's theory, presented in his articles on "Problems of 

Socialism," in the Neue Zeit of 1897-1898, and especially in his book, Die 

Voraussetzungen des Sozialismus und die Aufgaben der Sozialdemokratie [The 
Presuppositions of Socialism and the Tasks of Social Democracy], 1 that we 

find, for the first time, the opposition of the two moments of the labor move­
ment. His theory tends to counsel the renunciation of the social transforma­
tion, the final goal of Social Democracy, and, inversely, to make social reforms, 

which are the means of the class struggle, into its end. Bernstein himself for­

mulated this viewpoint very clearly and precisely when he wrote: "The final 
goal, whatever it may be, is nothing to me; the movement is everything." 

But since the final goal of socialism is the only decisive factor distinguish­

ing the Social Democratic movement from bourgeois democracy and from 

bourgeois radicalism, the only factor transforming the entire labor movement 

from a vain effort to repair the capitalist order into a class struggle against 

this order, for the suppression of this order-the question "Reform or Revo­

lution?" as it is posed by Bernstein is, for Social Democracy, the same as the 
question "To be or not to be?" In the controversy with Bernstein and his fol­

lowers, everybody in the Party ought to understand clearly that it is not a 
question of this or that method of struggle, or of the use of this or that tactic, 

but of the very existence of the Social Democratic movement. 

[From a casual consideration ofBernstein's theory, this may appear to be an 

exaggeration. Does he not continually mention Social Democracy and its aims? 
Does he not repeat again and again, and explicitly, that he too strives toward the 

final goal of socialism, but in another way? Does he not stress particularly that 
he fully approves of the present practice of Social Democracy? That is all true, 
to be sure. But it is also true that every new movement, when it first elaborates 

its theory and policy, begins by finding support in the preceding movement, 

though it may be in direct contradiction with the latter. It begins by suiting 

itself to the forms already at hand, and by speaking the language which was 
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spoken. In time, the new grain breaks through the old husk, and the new 

movement finds its own forms and its own language. 

To expect an opposition against scientific socialism at its beginning to 

express itself clearly, fully, and to the last consequence; to expect it to deny 
openly and bluntly the theoretical basis of Social Democracy-would be to 

underrate the power of scientific socialism. Today, he who would pass as a 

socialist, and at the same time would declare war on the Marxian doctrine, 

the most stupendous product of the human mind in this century, must begin 

with involuntary esteem for Marxism. He must begin by acknowledging him­

self its disciple, by seeking in Marx's own teachings the points of support for 

an attack on them, representing this attack as a further development of Marx­

ian doctrine. For this reason, unconcerned by its outer forms, one must pick 

out the sheathed kernel of Bernstein's theory. This is a matter of urgent 

necessity for the broad strata of the industrial proletariat in our party. 

No coarser insult, no baser defamation, can be thrown against the workers 
than the remark "Theoretical controversies are only for intellectuals." Las­

salle2 once said: "Only when science and the workers, these opposed poles 

of society, become one will they crush in their arms of steel all obstacles to 

culture." The entire strength of the modern labor movement rests on theoret­

ical knowledge. 

But this knowledge is doubly important for the workers in the present 

case, because it is precisely they and their influence in the movement that are 

in the balance here. It is their skin that is being brought to market. The 

opportunist current in the Party, whose theory is formulated by Bernstein, is 

nothing but an unconscious attempt to assure the predominance of the petty­

bourgeois elements that have entered our Party, to change the policy and 

aims of our Party in their direction. The question of reform and revolution, 

of the final goal and the movement, is, in another form, the question of the 

petty-bourgeois or proletarian character of the labor movement. 
It is, therefore, in the interest of the proletarian mass of the Party to 

become acquainted, actively and in detail, with the present theoretical con­

troversy with opportunism. As long as theoretical knowledge remains the 

privilege of a handful of "intellectuals" in the Party, it will face the danger of 

going astray. Only when the great mass of workers take in their own hands the 

keen and dependable weapons of scientific socialism will all the petty-bour­

geois inclinations, all the opportunist currents, come to naught. The move­

ment will then find itself on sure and firm ground. "Quantity will do it."] 
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1. THE OPPORTUNIST METHOD 

If it is true that theories are reflections in the human consciousness of the 

phenomena of the external world, then it must be added, concerning Eduard 

Bernstein's theory, that these theories are sometimes inverted images. Think 

of a theory of instituting socialism by means of social reform in face of the 

complete stagnation of the reform movement in Germany. Think of a theory 

of trade-union control over production in face of the defeat of the metal 

workers in England. Consider the theory of winning a majority in parliament 

after the revision of the constitution of Saxony and the most recent attempts 

against universal suffrage. However, in our opinion, the pivotal point of Bern­

stein's system is not located in his conception of the practical tasks of Social 

Democracy. It is found in what he says about the course of the objective 

development of capitalist society which, of course, is closely bound to his 

conception of the practical tasks of Social Democracy. 

According to Bernstein, a general breakdown of capitalism is increasingly 

improbable because, on the one hand, capitalism shows a greater capacity of 

adaptation and, on the other hand, capitalist production becomes more and 

more varied. The capacity of capitalism to adapt itself, says Bernstein, is 

manifested, first, in the disappearance of general crises thanks to the develop­

ment of the credit system, employers' organizations,3 wider means of com­

munication and informational services. It shows itself, secondly, in the 

tenacity of the middle classes, which follows from the continual differentia­

tion of the branches of production and the elevation of vast strata of the pro­

letariat into the middle class. It is furthermore proved, argues Bernstein, by 

the amelioration of the economic and political situation of the proletariat as a 

result of the trade-union struggle. 

From this is derived the following general conclusion about the practical 

struggle of Social Democracy. It must not direct its activity toward the con­

quest of political power but toward the improvement of the condition of the 

working class. It must not expect to institute socialism as a result of a political 

and social crisis but by means of the progressive extension of social control 

and the gradual application of the principle of cooperation. 
Bernstein himself sees nothing new in his theories. On the contrary, he 

believes them to be in agreement with certain declarations of Marx and 

Engels, as well as with the general direction of Social Democracy up to the 

present. Nevertheless, it seems to us that it is difficult to deny that they are in 
fundamental contradiction with the conceptions of scientific socialism. 
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If Bernstein's revisionism consisted only in affirming that the march of 

capitalist development is slower than was thought before, he would merely 

be presenting an argument for adjourning the conquest of power by the pro­

letariat on which up to now everybody agreed. Its only practical consequence 

would be a slowing down of the pace of the struggle. 

But that is not the case. What Bernstein questions is not the rapidity of 

the development of capitalist society but the path of the development itself 

and, consequently, the transition to socialism. 

Socialist theory up to now declared that the point of departure for a trans­

formation to socialism would be a general and catastrophic crisis. We must 

distinguish two things in this theory: the fundamental idea and its external 

form. The fundamental idea consists in the affirmation that, as a result of its 

own inner contradictions, capitalism moves toward a point when it will be 

unbalanced, when it will simply become impossible. There were good rea­

sons for thinking of that juncture in the form of a catastrophic general com­

mercial crisis. But, nonetheless, that is of secondary importance and 

inessential to the fundamental idea. 

As is well known, the scientific basis of socialism rests on three results of 

capitalist development. First, and most important, on the growing anarchy of 

the capitalist economy, leading inevitably to its ruin. Second, on the progressive 

socialization of the process of production, which creates the germs of the future 

social order. And third, on the growing organization and class consciousness of 

the proletariat, which constitutes the active factor in the coming revolution. 
Bernstein eliminates the first of the three fundamental supports of scien­

tific socialism. He says that capitalist development does not lead to a general 

economic collapse. 

He does not merely reject a certain form of the collapse but the collapse 

itself. He says, textually: "One could object that by collapse of the present 

society is meant something else than a general commercial crisis worse than 

all others, namely, a complete collapse of the capitalist system brought about 
as a result of its own contradictions." And to this he replies: "With the grow­

ing development of society, a complete and almost general collapse of the 

present system of production becomes not more but less probable because 

capitalist development increases, on the one hand, the capacity of adaptation 

and, on the other-that is, at the same time-the differentiation of industry."4 

But then the important question arises: Why and how shall we attain the 

final goal of our efforts? From the standpoint of scientific socialism, the his­

torical necessity of the socialist revolution manifests itself above all in the 
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growing anarchy of capitalism which drives the system into an impasse. But if 

one admits, with Bernstein, that capitalist development does not move in the 

direction of its own ruin, then socialism ceases to be objectivel,y necessary. 

There remain only the other two mainstays of the scientific explanation of 

socialism, which are also consequences of the capitalist order: the socializa­

tion of the process of production and the class consciousness of the proletari­

at. It is these that Bernstein has in mind when he says that with the 

elimination of the breakdown theory "the socialist doctrine loses nothing of 

its power of persuasion. For, examined closely, what are all the factors enu­

merated by us that make for the suppression or the modification of the for­

mer crises? Nothing else, in fact, than the preconditions, or even in part the 
germs, of the socialization of production and exchange."5 

Very little reflection is needed to see that this too is a false conclusion. 

Where does the importance of all the phenomena which Bernstein says are 

the means of capitalist adaptation-cartels, the credit system, the development 

of means of communication, the amelioration of the situation of the working 

class, etc.-lie? Obviously in that they eliminate or, at least, attenuate the inter­

nal contradictions of capitalist economy, and stop the development or the 
aggravation of these contradictions. Thus the elimination of crises means the 

suppression of the antagonism between production and exchange on the capi­

talist base. The amelioration of the situation of the working class, or the pene­

tration of certain fractions of that class into the middle layers, means the 

attenuation of the antagonism between capital and labor. But if the cartels, 

credit system, trade unions, etc., suppress the capitalist contradictions and 

consequently save the system from ruin; if they enable capitalism to maintain 

itself-and that is why Bernstein calls them "means of adaptation"-how can 

they be at the same time "the preconditions and even in part the germs" of 

socialism? Obviously only in the sense that they express more clearly the 

social character of production. But, inversely, by maintaining it in its capitalist 

form, the same factors render superfluous in equal measure the transforma­

tion of this socialized production into socialist production. That is why they 

can be the germs or preconditions of a socialist order only in a conceptual 

sense and not in an historical sense. They are phenomena which, in the light 

of our conception of socialism, we know to be related to socialism but which, 
in fact, not only do not lead to a socialist revolution but, on the contrary, ren­

der it superfluous. There remains only one foundation of socialism-the class 

consciousness of the proletariat. But it, too, is in the given case not the simple 

intellectual reflection of the ever growing contradictions of capitalism and its 
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approaching decline-for this decline is prevented by the means of adapta­

tion. It is now a mere ideal whose force of persuasion rests only on the perfec­

tions attributed to it. 

What we have here, in brief, is the foundation of the socialist program by 

means of "pure reason." We have here, to use simpler language, an idealist 

explanation of socialism. The objective necessity of socialism, the explanation 

of socialism as the result of the material development of society, falls away. 

Revisionist theory stands before an Either/Or. Either the socialist trans­

formation is, as was admitted up to now, the consequence of the internal con­

tradictions of the capitalist order-then with this order will develop its 

contradictions, resulting inevitably, at some point, in its collapse. In this case, 

however, the "means of adaptation" are ineffective, and the breakdown theo­

ry is correct. Or, the "means of adaptation" are really capable of stopping the 

breakdown of the capitalist system and thereby enable capitalism to maintain 

itself by suppressing its own contradictions. In that case, socialism ceases to 

be an historical necessity. It then becomes anything you want to call it, except 

the result of the material development of society. 

This dilemma leads to another. Either revisionism is correct concerning the 

course of capitalist development, and therefore the socialist transformation of 

society becomes a utopia. Or socialism is not a utopia; and therefore the theory 
of the "means of adaptation" is false. "Das isl die Frage, that is the question." 

THE ADAPTATION OF CAPITALISM 

According to Bernstein, the credit system, the improved means of communi­

cation and the new employers' organizations are the important means that 

bring about the adaptation of the capitalist economy. 

Let us begin with credit. Credit has diverse functions in the capitalist 

economy. Its two most important functions, as is well known, are to increase 

the capacity to expand production and to facilitate exchange. When the inner 

tendency of capitalist production to expand limitlessly strikes against the 

barrier of private property (the limited size of private capital), credit appears 
as a means of surmounting these limits in a capitalist manner. Through stock 
companies, credit combines in one mass a large number of individual capi­

tals. It makes available to each capitalist the use of other capitalists' money­

in the form of industrial credit. Further, as commercial credit, it accelerates 

the exchange of commodities and therefore the return of capital into produc­

tion, and thus aids the entire cycle of the process of production. 
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The effect of these two principal functions of credit on the formation of 

crises is quite obvious. If it is true that crises appear as a result of the contra­

diction between the capacity for expansion, the tendency of production to 

increase, and the restricted consumption capacity, then in view of what was 

stated above, credit is precisely the specific means of making this contradic­

tion break out as often as possible. First of all, it immensely increases the 

capacity for the expansion of production, and thus constitutes an inner driv­

ing force that constantly pushes production to exceed the limits of the mar­

ket. But credit strikes from two sides. After having (as a factor of the process 

of production) provoked overproduction, credit (as mediator of the process 

of exchange) destroys, during the crisis, the very productive forces it itself 

created. At the first symptom of the stagnation, credit melts away. It aban­

dons the exchange process just when it is still indispensable, and where it 
still exists, it shows itself instead ineffective and useless, and thus during the 

crisis it reduces the consumption capacity of the market to a minimum. 

Besides these two principal results, credit also influences the formation of 

crises in many other ways. It offers not only the technical means of making 

available to an entrepreneur the capital of other owners, but at the same time 

stimulates bold and unscrupulous utilization of the property of others. That 

is, it leads to reckless speculation. Not only does credit aggravate the crisis in 

its capacity as a dissembled means of exchange; it also helps to bring on and 

extend the crisis by transforming all exchange into an extremely complex and 

artificial mechanism which, having a minimum of metallic money as a real 

base, is easily disarranged at the slightest occasion. 

Thus, far from being a means for the elimination or the attenuation of 

crises, credit is, on the contrary, a particularly powerful factor in the forma­

tion of crises. This could not possibly be otherwise. Speaking very generally, 

the specific function of credit is nothing but the elimination of the remaining 

rigidity of capitalist relationships. It introduces everywhere the greatest elas­

ticity possible. It renders all capitalist forces extendable, relative, and sensi­

tive to the highest degree. Doing this, it facilitates and aggravates crises, 

which are nothing but the periodic collisions of the contradictory forces of 
the capitalist economy. 

This leads, at the same time, to another question. How can credit generally 

have the appearance of a "means of adaptation" of capitalism? No matter in 

what context or form this "adaptation" is conceived, its essence can obviously 

only be that one of the several antagonistic relations of capitalist economy is 
smoothed over, that one of its contradictions is suppressed or weakened, and 
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that thus liberty of movement is assured, at one point or another, to the other­

wise fettered productive forces. In fact, it is precisely credit that aggravates 

these contradictions to the highest degree. It aggravates the antagonism 

between the mode of production and the mode of exchange by stretching pro­

duction to the limit and at the same time paralyzing exchange on the smallest 

pretext. It increases the contradiction between the mode of production and the 

mode of appropriation by separating production from ownership, that is, by 

transforming the capital employed in production into "social" capital and at 

the same time transforming a part of the profit, in the form of interest on capi­

tal, into a simple title of ownership. It increases the contradiction between the 

property relations and the relations of production by putting immense produc­

tive forces into a small number of hands, and expropriating a large number of 

small capitalists. It increases the contradiction between the social character of 

production and capitalist private ownership by rendering necessary the inter­

vention of the state in production (stock companies). 

In short, credit reproduces all the fundamental contradictions of the capi­

talist world. It accentuates them. It precipitates their development and thus 

pushes the capitalist world forward to its own destruction-the breakdown. 

The prime act of capitalist adaptation, as far as credit is concerned, should 

really consist in breaking and suppressing credit. In fact, credit is far from 

being a means of capitalist adaptation. On the contrary, as it presently exists, 

it is a means of destruction of the most extreme revolutionary significance. 

Has not precisely this revolutionary character which leads the credit system 

beyond capitalism actually inspired plans of "socialist" reform? As such, it 
has had some distinguished proponents, some of whom (Isaac Pereire6 in 

France) were, as Marx put it, half prophets, half rogues. 

On closer examination, the second "means of adaptation," employers' 
organizations, appears just as fragile. According to Bernstein, such organiza­

tions will put an end to anarchy of production and do away with crises 

through the regulation of production. It is true that the multiple economic 

repercussions of the development of cartels and trusts have not been studied 

too carefully up to now. But they represent a problem which can only be 

solved with the aid of Marxist theory. 

One thing, at least, is certain. We could speak of a damming of capitalist 

anarchy by capitalist employers' organizations only in the measure that car­

tels, trusts, etc., become, even approximately, the dominant form of produc­

tion. But such a possibility is excluded by the very nature of the cartels. The 

final economic aim and result of employers' organizations is the following. 
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Through the elimination of competition in a given branch of production, the 

distribution of the mass of profit realized on the market is influenced in such 

a manner that there is an increase in the share going to this branch of indus­

try. Such organization can only increase the rate of profit in one branch of 
industry at the expense of another. That is precisely why it cannot be general­

ized; for when it is extended to all important branches of industry, this ten­

dency cancels its own influence. 

But even within the limits of their practical application, the result of 

employers' organizations is the very opposite of the elimination of industrial 

anarchy. Cartels ordinarily succeed in obtaining an increase of the rate of 

profit in the internal market at the cost of having to sell the product of the 
excess portion of their capital-that which couldn't be absorbed by the inter­

nal market-on foreign markets at a much lower rate of profit. That is to say, 

they sell abroad cheaper than at home. The result is the sharpening of com­
petition abroad and an increased anarchy on the world market-the very 

opposite of what is intended. This is well demonstrated by the history of the 

international sugar industry. 
Generally speaking, employers' organizations, as a manifestation of the 

capitalist mode of production, can only be considered a definite phase of capi­
talist development. In effect, cartels are fundamentally nothing but a means 
resorted to by the capitalist mode of production to hold back the fatal fall of 

the rate of profit in certain branches of production. What method do cartels 

employ to this end? It is, essentially, that of keeping inactive a part of the accu­

mulated capital. That is, they use the same method which, in another form, 
comes into play during crises. The remedy and the illness resemble each 
other like two drops of water, and the former can be considered the lesser evil 

only up to a certain point. When the market outlets begin to shrink because 

the world market has been extended to its limit and has been exhausted by the 

competition of the capitalist countries-and it cannot be denied that sooner or 
later this is bound to occur-then the forced partial idleness of capital will 

reach such dimensions that the remedy will itself be transformed into an ill­

ness, and capital, already pretty much "socialized" through organization, will 
tend to revert again to the form of private capital. In the face of the increased 
difficulties of finding even a tiny place, each individual portion will prefer to 

take its chances alone. At that time, the [employers'] organizations will burst 
like soap bubbles and give way to free competition in an aggravated form.7 

On the whole, cartels, just like credit, appear therefore as a determined 

phase of capitalist development which, in the last analysis, only aggravates the 
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anarchy of the capitalist world, expressing and ripening its internal contradic­

tions. Cartels aggravate the contradiction between the mode of production 

and the mode of exchange by sharpening the struggle between producer and 

consumer, as is the case especially in the United States. Furthermore, they 

aggravate the contradiction between the mode of production and the mode of 

appropriation by opposing the superior force of organized capital to the work­

ing class in the most brutal fashion, and thus increasing the antagonism 

between capital and labor. Finally, capitalist cartels aggravate the contradiction 

between the international character of the capitalist world economy and the 

national character of the capitalist state insofar as they are always accompa­

nied by a general tariff war which sharpens the differences among the capital­

ist states. We must add to this the decidedly revolutionary influence exercised 

by cartels on the concentration of production, technical progress, etc. 

Thus, when evaluated from the angle of their final effect on the capitalist 

economy, cartels and trusts fail as "means of adaptation." They fail to attenu­

ate the contradictions of capitalism. On the contrary, they appear to be a 

means which itself leads to greater anarchy. They encourage the further 

development of the internal contradictions of capitalism and accelerate the 

coming of a general decline of capitalism .... 

There remains still another phenomenon which, says Rernstein, contra­

dicts the course of capitalist development indicated above. In the "steadfast 

phalanx" of middle-size enterprises, Bernstein sees a sign that the develop­

ment oflarge industry does not move in such a revolutionary direction, and is 

not as effective from the angle of the concentration of industry as was expect­

ed by the "breakdown theory." He is here, however, the victim of his own 

misunderstanding. To see the progressive disappearance of the middle-size 

enterprise as a necessary result of the development of large industry is, in 

effect, to misunderstand the nature of this process. 

According to Marxist theory, small capitalists play the role of pioneers of 

technical revolution in the general course of capitalist development. They 

play that role in a double sense. They initiate new methods of production in 

old, well-established branches of industry, as well as being instrumental in 
the creation of new branches of production not yet exploited by the big capi­

talist. It is false to imagine that the history of the middle-size capitalist estab­

lishment proceeds unequivocally in the direction of their progressive 

disappearance. The course of their development is rather a purely dialectical 

one, and moves constantly among contradictions. The middle capitalist lay­

ers,just like the workers, find themselves under the influence of two antago-
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nistic tendencies, one ascendant and the other descendent. In this case, the 

descendent tendency is the continued rise in the scale of production which 

periodically overflows the dimensions of the average-size capital and removes 

it repeatedly from the competitive terrain. The ascendant tendency is, first, 

the periodic depreciation of the existing capital which again lowers, for acer­

tain time, the scale of production in proportion to the value of the necessary 

minimum amount of capital. It is also represented by the penetration of capi­

talist production into new spheres. The struggle of the average-size enter­

prise against big capital cannot be considered a regularly proceeding battle in 

which the troops of the weaker party continue to melt away directly and 

quantitatively. It should rather be regarded as a periodic mowing down of 

small capital, which rapidly grows up again only to be mowed down once 
more by large industry. The two tendencies play catch with the middle capi­

talist layers. As opposed to the development of the working class, the 

descending tendency must win, in the end. The victory of the descending 
tendency need not necessarily show itself in an absolute numerical diminu­

tion of the middle-size enterprises. It shows itself, first, in the progressive 

increase of the minimum amount of capital necessary for the functioning of 

the enterprises in the old branches of production; second, in the constant 
diminution of the interval of time during which the small capitalists conserve 
the opportunity to exploit the new branches of production. The result, as far 

as the small capitalist is concerned, is a progressively shorter duration of his 

economic life and an ever more rapid change in the methods of production 
and of investment; and, for the class as a whole, a more and more rapid accel­

eration of the social metabolism. 

Bernstein knows this perfectly well; he himself comments on it. But what 

he seems to forget is that this very thing is the law of movement of the average 
capitalist enterprise. If small capitalists are the pioneers of technical progress, 
and if technical progress is the vital pulse of the capitalist economy, then it is 

manifest that small capitalists are an integral part of capitalist development. 

The progressive disappearance of the middle-size enterprise-in the 
absolute sense considered by Bernstein-would not mean, as he thinks, the 

revolutionary advance of capitalist development, but precisely the contrary, 
the cessation, the slowing down of this development. "The rate of profit, that 

is to say, the relative increase of capital," said Marx, "is important first of all 
for new investors of capital grouping themselves independently. And as soon 
as the formation of capital falls exclusively into the hands of a few big capital­
ists, the revivifying fire of production is extinguished. It dies away."8 
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[The Bernsteinian means of adaptation thus show themselves to be inef­

fective, and the phenomena which he considers to be symptoms of the adap­

tation must be pushed back to other causes .... ] 

PRACTICAL CONSEQUENCES AND GENERAL CHARACTER 

OF REVISIONISM 

In the first chapter, we attempted to show that Bernstein's theory lifts the 

program of the socialist movement off its material base and places it on an 

idealist basis. This concerns its theoretical foundation. How does this theory 

appear when translated into practice? 

First, and formally, it does not differ in the least from the practice followed 

by Social Democracy up to now. Trade unions, the struggle for social reform 

and for the democratization of the political institutions are precisely that which 

constitutes the formal content of the activity of the Social Democratic Party. 

The difference is not in the what but in the how. At present, the trade-union 

and the parliamentary struggles are considered as means of gradually guiding 
and educating the proletariat for the taking of political power. From the revi­

sionist standpoint, this conquest of power is impossible and useless; therefore, 

trade-union and parliamentary activity are to be carried on only for their imme­

diate results, that is, the bettering of the material situation of the workers, the 

gradual reduction of capitalist exploitation and the extension of social control. 

If we ignore the immediate amelioration of the workers' condition-an 

objective shared by the Party program and revisionism-the difference 

between the two conceptions is, in brief, the following. According to the cur­

rent conception, the socialist significance of trade-union and parliamentary 

activity is that it prepares the proletariat-that is, the subjective factor of the 

socialist transformation-for the task of realizing socialism. According to 

Bernstein, the trade-union and political struggles gradually reduce capitalist 

exploitation itself, remove from capitalist society its capitalist character, and 

give it a socialist one. In a word, the two forms of struggle are said to realize 

the socialist transformation in an objective sense. Examined more closely, the 
two conceptions are diametrically opposed. In the current conception of our 

party, the proletariat becomes convinced of the impossibility of accomplish­

ing fundamental social change as a result of its trade-union and parliamentary 

struggles and arrives at the conviction that these struggles cannot basically 

change its situation, and that the conquest of power is unavoidable. Bern­

stein's theory, however, begins by presupposing that the conquest of power is 
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impossible, and it concludes by affirming that the socialist order can only be 

introduced as a result of the trade-union struggle and parliamentary activity. 

As seen by Bernstein, trade-union and parliamentary action has a socialist 

character because it exercises a progressively socializing influence on the 

capitalist economy. We tried to show that this influence is purely imaginary. 

The structures of capitalist property and the capitalist state develop in entire­

ly opposed directions. But, in the last analysis, this means that the daily prac­

tical activity of Social Democracy loses all connection with socialism. The 

great socialist significance of the trade-union and parliamentary struggles is 

that through them the awareness, the consciousness, of the proletariat 

becomes socialist, and it is organized as a class. But if they are considered as 

instruments for the direct socialization of the capitalist economy, they lose 

not only their supposed effectiveness, but also cease to be a means of prepar­

ing the working class for the proletarian conquest of power. 

Eduard Bernstein and Konrad Schmidt9 suffer from a complete misun­

derstanding when they console themselves with the belief that even though 

the program of the Party is reduced to work for social reforms and ordinary 

trade-union work, the final objective of the labor movement is not therefore 

lost, because each forward step reaches beyond the given immediate aim, and 

the socialist goal is implied as a tendency in the movement. This is certainly 

fully true of the present tactic of German Social Democracy in which a firm 

and conscious effort toward the conquest of political power precedes the 

trade-union struggle and the work for social reforms. But if this presupposed 

effort is separated from the movement , and social reforms are then made an 

end in themselves, such activity not only does not lead to the realization of 

socialism as the ultimate goal, but moves in precisely the opposite direction. 

Konrad Schmidt simply falls back on a so to speak mechanical movement 

which, once started, cannot stop by itself. He justifies this with the saying 

"One's appetite grows with eating," and the working class will not content 

itself with reforms as long as the final socialist transformation is not realized. 

The last presupposition is quite true, as the insufficiency of capitalist social 

reforms themselves shows. But the conclusion drawn from it could only be 

true ifit were possible to construct an unbroken chain of continually growing 

reforms leading from the present social order to socialism. This is, however, a 

fantasy. In accordance with the nature of things, the chain breaks quickly, and 

the paths that the movement can take from that point are many and varied. 

The most probable immediate result of this is, then, a tactical shift toward 

using all means to make possible the practical results, the social reforms. As 
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soon as immediate practical results become the principal aim, the clear-cut, 

irreconcilable class standpoint, which has meaning only insofar as it proposes 

to take power, will be found more and more an obstacle. The direct conse­

quence of this will be the adoption by the Party of a "policy of compensation," 

a policy ofhorse-trading, and an attitude of sage diplomatic conciliation. 10 But 

the movement cannot remain immobile for long. Since social reforms in the 

capitalist world are and remain an empty promise no matter what tactics one 

uses, the next logical step is necessarily disillusionment in social reform. One 

ends up in the calm harbor where Professor Schmoller and Co. 11 have 

dropped anchor after having navigated the waters of social reform, finally 

letting the course of things proceed as God wills. 12 

It is not true that socialism will arise automatically and under all circum­

stances from the daily struggle of the working class. Socialism will be the 

consequence only of the ever growing contradictions of capitalist economy 

and the comprehension by the working class of the unavoidability of the sup­

pression of these contradictions through a social transformation. When the 

first condition is denied and the second rejected, as is the case with revision­

ism, the labor movement is reduced to a simple cooperative and reformist 
movement, and moves in a straight line toward the total abandonment of the 

class standpoint. 

These consequences also become clear when we regard revisionism from 

another side, and ask what is the general character of revisionism. It is obvi­

ous that revisionism does not defend capitalist relations. It does not join the 

bourgeois economists in denying the existence of the contradictions of capi­

talism. Rather, its theory is based on the presupposition of the existence of 

these contradictions, just like the Marxist conception. But, on the other 

hand, what constitutes precisely the essential kernel of revisionism and dis­

tinguishes it fundamentally from the attitude taken by Social Democracy up 
to now is that it does not base its theory on the suppression of these contra­

dictions as a result of their logical internal development. 

The theory of revisionism occupies an intermediate place between two 

extremes. Revisionism does not want to see the contradictions of capitalism 
mature, to suppress these contradictions through a revolutionary transforma­
tion. Rather, it wants to lessen, to attenuate the capitalist contradictions. 

Thus, the antagonism between production and exchange is to be attenuated 

by the cessation of crises and the formation of capitalist employers' organiza­

tions; the antagonism between capital and labor is to be adjusted by bettering 

the situation of the workers and by conserving the middle classes; and the 
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contradiction between the class state and society is to be lessened through 

increased control and democracy. 

Of course, the present tactic of Social Democracy does not consist in 

waiting for the antagonisms of capitalism to develop to their most extreme 

point and only then transforming them. On the contrary, the essence of revo­

lutionary tactics is to recognize the direction of this development and then, in 

the political struggle, to push its consequences to the extreme. Thus, Social 

Democracy has combatted protectionism and militarism without waiting for 

their reactionary character to become fully evident. Bernstein's tactics, how­

ever, are not guided by a consideration of the development and the aggrava­

tion of the contradictions of capitalism but by the prospect of the attenuation 

of these contradictions. He shows this most clearly when he speaks of the 

"adaptation" of capitalist economy. Now, when could such a conception be 

correct? All the contradictions of modern society are simply the results of the 

capitalist process of production. If it is true that capitalism will continue to 

develop in the direction it has taken until the present, then the unavoidable 

consequence is that its contradictions must necessarily become sharper and 

more aggravated instead of lessening. The possibility of the attenuation of 

the contradictions of capitalism presupposes that the capitalist mode of pro­
duction itself will stop its progress. In short, the general presupposition of 

Bernstein's theory is the cessation of capitalist development. In this way, how­

ever, his theory condemns itself in a twofold manner. In the first place, it man­

ifests its utopian character in its stand on the establishment of socialism. It is 

a priori clear that a defective capitalist development cannot lead to a socialist 

transformation. This proves the correctness of our presentation of the practi­

cal consequences of the theory. In the second place, Bernstein's theory 
reveals its reactionary character when it is related to the actual rapid capital­

ist development. This poses the question: given the real development of cap­

italism, how can we explain or rather characterize Bernstein's position? 

In the first chapter, we demonstrated the untenability of the economic 

preconditions on which Bernstein builds his analysis of existing social rela­

tionships (his theory of the "means of adaptation"). We have seen that nei­

ther the credit system nor cartels can be said to be "means of adaptation" of 

the capitalist economy. Neither the temporary cessation of crises nor the sur­

vival of the middle class can be regarded as symptoms of capitalist adapta­

tion. But, aside from their incorrectness, there is a common characteristic in 

all of the above details of the theory of the means of adaptation. This theory 

does not seize these manifestations of contemporary economic life as they 



144 T H E R 0 S A I. 11 X E M B U R C R E A D E R 

appear in their organic relationship with the whole of capitalist development, 

with the complete economic mechanism of capitalism. The theory pulls 

these details out of their living economic context, treating them as the disjecta 
membra of a lifeless machine. Consider, for example, the conception of the 

adaptive effect of credit. If we consider credit as a higher natural stage of the 

process of exchange and, therefore, as tied to all the contradictions inherent 

in capitalist exchange, we cannot possibly see it, at the same time, as a 

mechanical means of adaptation existing outside of the process of exchange 

any more than we could consider money, commodities, or capital as "means 

of adaptation" of capitalism. But, no less than money, commodities, and capi­

tal, credit is an organic link of capitalist economy at a certain stage of its 

development. Like them, it is an indispensable gear in the mechanism of the 

capitalist economy and, at the same time, an instrument of destruction, since 

it aggravates the internal contradictions of capitalism. The same thing is true 
of cartels and the perfected means of communication. 

The same mechanical and undialectical conception is seen in the way that 

Bernstein describes the cessation of crises as a symptom of the "adaptation" 

of the capitalist economy. For him, crises are simply derangements of the eco­

nomic mechanism. With their cessation, he thinks, the mechanism could 

function smoothly. But the fact is that crises are not "derangements"-or, 

rather, they are "derangements" without which the capitalist economy as a 

whole could not develop at all. If, in a word, crises constitute the only 

method possible in capitalism-and therefore the normal method-of peri­

odically solving the conflict between the unlimited extension of production 
and the narrow limits of the market, then crises are an organic phenomenon, 

inseparable from the capitalist economy. 

In an "undisturbed" advance of capitalist production lurks a threat to 

capitalism that is much greater than crises. It is not the threat resulting from 

the contradiction between production and exchange, but from the growth of 

the productivity of labor itself, which leads to a constantly falling rate of 

profit. The fall in the rate of profit has the extremely dangerous tendency of 

rendering impossible the production of small and middle-size capitals, and 

thus limiting the new formation and therefore the extension of placements 
for capital. It is precisely crises which constitute the other consequence of 

the same process. The result of crises is the periodic depreciation of capital, a 

fall in the prices of the means of production, a paralysis of a part of the active 

capital, and, in time, the increase of profits. Crises thus create the possibili­

ties of new investment and therefore of the advance of production. Hence, 
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they appear to be the instrument for rekindling the fire of capitalist develop­

ment. Their cessation-not temporary cessation but their total disappear­

ance-would not lead to the further development of the capitalist economy, 

as Bernstein thinks. Rather, it would drive capitalism into the swamps. 

True to the mechanical view of his theory of adaptation, Bernstein forgets 

the necessity of crises as well as the necessity of new placements of small and 

middle-size capitals. And that is why, among other things, the constant reap­

pearance of small capital seems to him to be a sign of the cessation of capital­

ist development though it is, in fact, a sign of normal capitalist development. 

There is, of course, one viewpoint from which all of the above-men­

tioned phenomena are seen exactly as they have been presented by the theo­

ry of "adaptation." It is the viewpoint of the individual capitalist who 

reflects in his mind the economic facts around him just as they appear when 
deformed by the laws of competition. The individual capitalist sees each 

organic part of the totality of our economy as a whole, an independent enti­

ty. Further, he sees them as they act on him, the individual capitalist; and he 

therefore considers these facts to be simple "derangements" or simple 

"means of adaptation." For the individual capitalist, crises are really simple 
"derangements" or "means of adaptation"; the cessation of crises accords 

him a longer existence. As far as he is concerned, credit is only a means of 

"adapting" his insufficient productive forces to the needs of the market. And 

it seems to him that the cartel of which he becomes a member really sup­

presses industrial anarchy. 
In a word, Bernstein's theory of adaptation is nothing but a theoretical 

generalization of the conception of the individual capitalist. What is this 

viewpoint theoretically if not the essential and characteristic aspect of bour­

geois vulgar economics? All the economic errors of this school rest precisely 

on the conception that mistakes the phenomena of competition, as seen from 
the angle of the individual capitalist, for the phenomena of the whole of capi­

talist economy. Just as Bernstein considers credit to be a means of "adapta­

tion," so vulgar economy considers money to be a judicious means of 

"adaptation" to the needs of exchange. Vulgar economy, too, tries to find the 

antidote against the ills of capitalism in the phenomena of capitalism itself. 
Like Bernstein, it believes in the possibility of regulating the capitalist econo­

my. And, still in the manner of Bernstein, it arrives in time at the desire to pal­

liate the contradictions of capitalism, that is, at the belief in the possibility of 

patching up the sores of capitalism. In other words, it ends up with a reac­
tionary and not a revolutionary program, and thus in a utopia. 
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The revisionist theory can therefore be characterized in the following 

way: it is a theory of socialist standstill justified through a vulgar economic 

theory of capitalist standstill. 

PART TWO: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIALISM 13 

The greatest conquest in the development of the proletarian class struggle 

was the discovery that the point of departure for the realization of socialism 

lies in the economic relations of capitalist society. As a result, socialism was 

changed from an "ideal" dreamed by humanity for thousands of years to an 

historical necessity. 

Bernstein denies the existence of these economic presuppositions of 

socialism in the society of today. In this, his reasoning has undergone an 

interesting evolution. At first, in the Neue Zeit, he only contested the rapidity 

of the process of concentration taking place in industry, basing his position 

on a comparison of the occupational statistics of Germany in 1882 and 1895. 

In order to use these figures for his purpose, he was obliged to have recourse 

to an entirely summary and mechanical procedure. But even in the most 

favorable case, his reference to the persistence of middle-size enterprises 

could not in the least weaken the Marxian analysis, because the latter does 

not presuppose, as a condition for the realization of socialism, either a 

definite rate of concentration of industry-that is, a definite delay of the real­

ization of the socialist goal-or, as we have already shown, the absolute disap­

pearance of small capitals, or the disappearance of the petty bourgeoisie. 

In the further development of his ideas in his book, Bernstein furnishes us 

new proofs: the statistics of shareholding societies. These statistics are sup­

posed to prove that the number of shareholders increases constantly and, as a 

result, the capitalist class does not become smaller but grows continually 

larger. It is surprising that Bernstein has so little acquaintance with his mate­

rial, and how poorly he knows how to use the data in his own behalf. 

If he wanted to disprove the Marxian law of industrial development by 

referring to the condition of shareholding societies, he should have resorted 

to entirely different figures. Namely, anybody who is acquainted with the his­

tory of shareholding societies in Germany knows that their average founda­

tion capital has diminished almost constantly. Thus, while before 1871 the 

average foundation capital reached the figure of 10.8 million marks, it was 

only 4.01 million in 1871, 3.8 million in 1873, less than a million from 1882 to 

1887, 0.56 million in 1891, and only 0.62 million in 1892. After this date, the 
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figures oscillated around 1 million marks, falling from 1. 78 million in 1895 to 

1.19 million in the course of the first half of 1897 .14 

Surprising figures! Bernstein probably hoped to use them to construct 

the existence of an anti-Marxian tendency, that of the transition oflarge enter­

prises back into small ones. But, in this case, everyone can answer him: If you 

are to prove anything by means of these statistics, you must first of all show 

that they refer to the same branches of industry, that the small enterprises 

really replace large ones, and that they do not appear only where, previously, 
individual enterprises, artisan industry, or miniature industry were the rule. 

This, however, you cannot show. The passage of immense shareholding soci­

eties to middle-size and small enterprises can only be explained by the fact 

that the system of shareholding companies continues to penetrate new 

branches of production. Before, only a small number of large enterprises 

were organized as shareholding societies. Gradually shareholding organiza­

tion has won middle-size and even small enterprises. (Today we can observe 

shareholding societies with a capital ofless than i,ooo marks.) 

But what is the economic significance of the ever greater extension of the 

system of shareholding societies? It signifies the growing socialization of pro­
duction within the capitalist form-socialization not only oflarge but also of 

middle-size and even small production. Therefore, the extension of share­

holding does not contradict Marxist theory but, on the contrary, confirms it 

emphatically. 

In effect, what does the economic phenomenon of a shareholding society 

actually amount to? On the one hand, the unification of a number of small for­
tunes into one large productive capital; on the other hand, the separation of 

production from capitalist ownership. That is, it signifies a double victory 

over the capitalist mode of production-but still on the capitalist base. In view 

of this, what is the meaning of the statistics cited by Bernstein concerning the 

large number of shareholders participating in capitalist enterprises? These 

statistics demonstrate precisely that at present one capitalist enterprise does 

not correspond, as hitherto, to a single proprietor of capital but to a whole 

group, an ever increasing number of capitalists. Consequently, the economic 
concept "capitalist" no longer signifies an isolated individual. The industrial 

capitalist of today is a collective person, composed of hundreds and even of 

thousands of individuals. Within the framework of capitalist society, the cate­

gory "capitalist" has itself become a social category; it has been socialized. 
How can Bernstein's belief that the phenomenon of shareholding soci­

eties stands for the dispersion and not the concentration of capital be 
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explained in view of the above? Why goes he see the extension of capitalist 

property where Marx sees the "suppression of capitalist property"? This is a 

simple, vulgar economic error. By "capitalist" Bernstein does not mean a cat­

egory of production but of property rights; not an economic unit but a fiscal 

unit; not a totality of production but simply a certain quantity of money. That 

is why in his English thread trust he does not see the fusion ofl2,300 persons 

into one, but fully 12,300 different capitalists. That is why the engineer 

Schulze, whose wife's dowry brought him "a large number of shares" from 

stockholder Muller, is also a capitalist for Bernstein (p. 53). That is why, for 

Bernstein, the whole world seems to swarm with capitalists. 15 

Here as usual, the theoretical base of Bernstein's vulgar economic error is 

his "popularization" of socialism. By transporting the concept "capitalist" 

from the relations of production to property relations, and by speaking of 

"men instead of speaking of entrepreneurs" (p. 52), he moves the question of 

socialism from the realm of production into the realm of relations of for­
tune-from the relation between capital and labor to the relation between 

rich and poor. 

In this manner, we are merrily led from Marx and Engels to the author of 

the Evangel of the Poor Fisherman, only with the difference that Weitling, 16 

with the sure instinct of the proletarian, recognized in the opposition 

between the poor and the rich the class antagonisms in their primitive form, 

and wanted to make of them a lever of the socialist movement, while Bern­

stein, on the other hand, sees the prospects of socialism in making the poor 

rich, that is, in the attenuation of class antagonisms. For this reason, Bern­

stein is engaged in a petty-bourgeois course. 
True, Bernstein does not limit himself to income statistics. He furnishes 

statistics of economic enterprises, and from many countries: Germany, 

France, England, Switzerland, Austria, and the United States. But what kind 

of statistics are these? They are not the comparative figures of different peri­

ods in each country but of each period in different countries. Thus, with the 

exception of Germany, where he reprints the old contrast between 1895 and 

i882, he does not compare the statistics of enterprises of a given country at 
different epochs but only the absolute figures for different countries: England 

in 1891, France in i894, the United States in i890, etc. He reaches the follow­

ing conclusion: "lflarge exploitation is already supreme in industry today, it 

nevertheless represents, including the enterprises dependent on it, even in a 

country as developed as Prussia, at most half of the population occupied in 

production" (p. 98). This is also true of Germany, England, Belgium, etc. 
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What he proves in this way is obviously not the existence of this or that 

tendency of economic development but merely the absolute relation of forces 

of different forms of enterprise or of the various professional classes. If this is 

supposed to prove the impossibility of realizing socialism, the reasoning 

must rest on the theory according to which the result of social efforts is 

decided by the relation of the numerical physical forces of the elements in the 

struggle-that is, by the mere factor of violence. Here Bernstein, who always 

thunders against Blanquism, himself falls into the grossest Blanquist misun­

derstanding. There is, of course, the difference that the Blanquists as a social­

ist and revolutionary tendency presupposed as obvious the possibility of the 

economic realization of socialism and built the chances of a violent revolu­

tion-even by a small minority-on this possibility. Bernstein, on the con­

trary, infers from the numerical insufficiency of a majority of the people the 

impossibility of the economic realization of socialism. Social Democracy 

does not, however, expect to attain its aim either as a result of the victorious 

violence of a minority or through the numerical superiority of a majority. It 

sees socialism as a result of economic necessity-and the comprehension of 

that necessity-leading to the suppression of capitalism by the masses of the 

people. This necessity manifests itself above all in the anarchy of capitalism. 

Concerning the decisive question of anarchy in capitalist economy, Bern­

stein denies only the great general crises, not the partial and national crises. 

Thus, he denies that there is a great deal of anarchy; at the same time, he 

admits the existence of a little anarchy. Concerning the capitalist economy, he 

is-to use Marx's illustration-like the foolish virgin who had a child "who 

was only very small." But the misfortune is that in matters like anarchy, little 

and much are equally bad. If Bernstein recognizes the existence of a little 

anarchy, then by the mechanism of commodity economy, this anarchy will be 

extended to unheard-of proportions-to the breakdown. But if Bernstein 

hopes, while maintaining the system of commodity production, to gradually 

transform the bit of anarchy into order and harmony, he again falls into one of 

the fundamental errors of bourgeois vulgar economics in that he treats the 

mode of exchange as independent of the mode of production.17 

This is not the correct place for a detailed demonstration of Bernstein's 

surprising confusion concerning the most elementary principles of political 

economy. But one point, to which we are led by the fundamental question of 

capitalist anarchy, must be briefly clarified. 

Bernstein declares that Marx's labor theory of value is a mere abstraction, 

a term which for him, in political economy, obviously constitutes an insult. 
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But if the labor theory of value is only an abstraction, if it is only a "mental 

construct" (p. 38)-then every normal citizen who has done military duty 

and pays his taxes has the same right as Karl Marx to fashion his favorite non­

sense into such a "mental construct," to make his own law of value. "Marx 

has just as much right to neglect the properties of commodities until the lat­

ter are no more than the incarnation of quantities of simple human labor as 

have the economists of the Bohm-Jevons school to abstract all the qualities of 

commodities other than their utility" (p. 34).18 

Thus, Marx's social labor and Menger's abstract utility are, for Bernstein, 

quite similar-pure abstractions. In this, Bernstein forgets completely that 

Marx's abstraction is not an invention hut a discovery. It does not exist in 

Marx's head but in the commodity economy. It has not an imaginary hut a 

real social existence, so real that it can be cut, hammered, weighed, and 

coined. The abstract human labor discovered by Marx is, in its developed 

form, none other than money. That is precisely one of Marx's most brilliant 

discoveries, while for all bourgeois political economists, from the first of the 

mercantilists to the last of the classicists, the essence of money has remained 

a book with seven seals. 

The Bohm-Jevons abstract utility is, on the contrary, a mere mental con­

struct or, rather, it is a construct of intellectual emptiness, a private absurdity 

for which neither capitalism nor any other society can be made responsible 

but only vulgar bourgeois economics itself. With this "mental construct," 

Bernstein, Bohm, andjevons, and the entire subjective fraternity, can remain 

twenty more years before the mystery of money without arriving at a solution 

any different from the one reached by any cobbler-namely, that money is 

also a "useful" thing. 

Thus, Bernstein has fully lost all comprehension of Marx's law of value. 

However, anybody with a small understanding of Marxian economics can see 

that without the law of value, Marx's whole system is incomprehensible. Or, 

to speak more concretely, without an understanding of the nature of the com­
modity and its exchange, the entire economy of capitalism, with all its con­

catenations, must remain an enigma. 

But, what precisely is the magic key which enabled Marx to open the door 

to the deepest secrets of all capitalist phenomena and solve, as if at play, prob­

lems that were not even suspected by the greatest minds of classical bour­

geois political economy, such as Smith and Ricardo? Nothing other than his 

conception of the whole capitalist economy as an historical phenomenon­

not merely, as in the best of cases with the classical economists, concerning 
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the feudal past of capitalism, but also concerning the socialist future. The 

secret of Marx's theory of value, of his analysis of money, his theory of capital, 

his theory of the rate of profit, and consequently of the whole existing eco­

nomic system is-the transitory nature of the capitalist economy, its collapse: 

thus-and this is only another aspect of the same phenomenon-the final 

goal, socialism. And precisely because, a priori, Marx looked at capitalism 

from the socialist's viewpoint, that is, from the historical viewpoint, he was 

enabled to decipher the hieroglyphics of capitalist economy. And because he 

took the socialist viewpoint as a point of departure for his analyses of bour­

geois society, he was in a position to give a scientific base to socialism. 

This is the measure by which we evaluate Bernstein's remarks at the end 
of his book where he complains of the "dualism" found "everywhere in 

Marx's monumental work" [Capital-D.H.]. "The dualism is found in that 

the work wishes to be a scientific study and prove, at the same time, a thesis 
which was completely elaborated a long time before; it is based on a schema 

that already contains the result to which he wants to lead. The return to the 

Communist Manifesto (that is, to the socialist goal!-R.L.) proves the exis­
tence of vestiges of utopianism in Marx's system" (p. 210 ). 

Marx's "dualism," however, is nothing but the dualism of the socialist 
future and the capitalist present, of capital and labor, of the bourgeoisie and 

the proletariat. It is the monumental scientific reflection of the dualism exist­

ing in bourgeois society, the dualism of the bourgeois class antagonisms. 

When Bernstein sees this theoretical dualism in Marx as "a survival of 
utopianism," this is only his naive avowal that he denies the historical dualism 

of bourgeois society, the existence of class antagonisms in capitalism, that for 

him socialism itself has become only a "survival of utopianism." Bernstein's 

"monism"-that is, his unity-is but the unity of the eternalized capitalist 
order, the unity of the socialist who has renounced his aim and has decided to 

see in bourgeois society, one and immutable, the goal of human development. 
However, if Bernstein does not see in the economic structure of capital­

ism the duality, the development that leads to socialism, then in order to pre­

serve the socialist program, at least in form, he is obliged to take refuge in an 
idealist construction lying outside of the economic development. He is 
obliged to transform socialism itself from a definite historical phase of social 

development into an abstract "principle." That is why the "cooperative prin­

ciple"-the meager decantation of socialism with which Bernstein wishes to 

garnish the capitalist economy-appears not as a concession of his bourgeois 
theory to the socialist future of society but to Bernstein's own socialist past. 
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TRADE UNIONS, COOPERATIVES, AND POLITICAL DEMOCRACY 

... According to Bernstein, democracy is an inevitable stage in the development 

of modern society. To him, as to the bourgeois theoreticians of liberalism, 

democracy is the great fundamental law of historical development in general 

whose realization must be served by all of the active forces of political life. How­

ever, presented in such absolute form, this is totally false; it is a petty-bourgeois 

and superficial schematization of the results of a very short peak of bourgeois 

development, roughly the last twenty-five or thirty years. We reach entirely dif­

ferent conclusions when we examine more closely the historical development of 

democracy and at the same time the general political history of capitalism. 

Concerning the former, democracy has been found in the most dissimilar 
social formations: in primitive communist societies, in the slave states of 
antiquity, and in the medieval city-communes. Similarly, absolutism and con­

stitutional monarchy are found in the most varied economic contexts. On the 

other hand, at its beginnings-as commodity production-capitalism calls 

into being a democratic constitution in the city-communes of the Middle 

Ages. Later, in its more developed form, as manufacturing, capitalism found 

its corresponding political form in the absolute monarchy. Finally, as a devel­
oped industrial economy, it brought into being in France alternatively the 

democratic Republic (1793), the absolute monarchy of Napoleon I, the 

nobles' monarchy of the Restoration Period ( 1815-1830 ), the bourgeois con­

stitutional monarchy of Louis-Philippe, then again the democratic Republic, 
and again the monarchy of Napoleon III, and finally, for the third time, the 
Republic. In Germany, the only truly democratic institution-universal suf­

frage-is not a conquest of bourgeois liberalism. Universal suffrage in Ger­

many was an instrument for the fusion of the small states, and it is only in this 
sense that it has any importance for the development of the German bour­
geoisie, which otherwise is quite satisfied with a semi-feudal constitutional 
monarchy. In Russia, capitalism prospered for a long time under the regime 

of Oriental personal rule without the bourgeoisie manifesting the least desire 

for democracy. In Austria, universal suffrage was above all a life line thrown to 
a decomposing monarchy [and how little it is actually tied together with true 
democracy is shown by the domination of Paragraph i4]. 19 Finally, in Bel­

gium, the conquest of universal suffrage by the labor movement was 
undoubtedly due to the weakness of militarism, consequently to the particu­
lar geographic and political situation of the country; and, above all, it is a "bit 

of democracy" that has been won not by the bourgeoisie but against it. 
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On closer examination, the uninterrupted ascent of democracy, which to 

our revisionism, as well as to bourgeois liberalism, appears as a great funda­

mental law of human history and, at the very least, of modern history, is 

shown to be a phantom. No absolute and universal relation can be construct­

ed between capitalist development and democracy. The political form is 

always the result of the whole sum of political factors, domestic as well as for­

eign. Within its boundaries it admits all variations of the scale, from absolute 

monarchy to the democratic republic. 

We must therefore abandon all hope of establishing a general law of the 

historical development of democracy even within the framework of modern 

society. Turning to the present phase of bourgeois history, we also see here 

factors in the political situation which, instead of assuring the realization of 

Bernstein's schema, lead rather to the abandonment by bourgeois society of 
the democratic conquests won up to the present. 

On the one hand-and this is of the greatest importance-the democratic 

institutions have largely played out their role as aids in the bourgeois devel­

opment. Insofar as they were necessary to bring about the fusion of small 

states and the creation of large modern states (Germany, Italy), they have 
become dispensable. Economic development has meanwhile effected an 

internal organic healing (and the surgical dressing, political democracy, can 

thus be taken off without any danger for the organism of bourgeois society!] 

The same thing is true of the transformation of the entire political and 

administrative machinery of the state from a feudal or semi-feudal mecha­

nism to a capitalist one. While this transformation has been historically 

inseparable from the development of democracy, today it has been achieved 

to such an extent that the purely democratic ingredients of society, such as 

universal suffrage and the republican form of the state, may be eliminated 

without the administration, the state finances, or the military organization, 

etc., finding it necessary to return to the pre-March forms. 20 

If liberalism as such is now essentially useless to bourgeois society, on the 
other hand, in important respects it has become a direct impediment. Two 

factors completely dominate the political life of contemporary states: world 
politics and the labor movement. Each is only a different aspect of the present 

phase of capitalist development. 

As a result of the development of the world economy and the aggravation 

and generalization of competition on the world market, militarism and 

marinism21 as instruments of world politics have become a decisive factor in 

the internal as well as in the external life of the great states. If it is true that 



154 THE ROSA LUXEMBURG READER 

world politics and militarism represent a rising tendency in the present 

phase, then bourgeois democracy must logically move in a descending line. 

[The most striking example: the North American union since the Spanish 

war. In France, the Republic owes its existence mainly to the international 

situation which provisionally makes a war impossible. If a war did come and, 

as everything leads one to believe, France were not up to the test, then the 

answer to the first French defeat would be-the proclamation of the monar­

chy in Paris. In Germany, the new era of great armaments (1893) and that of 

world politics which began with Kiao-Cheou22 were paid for with two 

sacrifices of bourgeois democracy: the decomposition of the liberals and the 

change of the Center Party. )23 
If foreign policy pushes the bourgeoisie into the arms of reaction, this is 

no less true of domestic politics-thanks to the rise of the working class. 

Bernstein shows that he recognizes this when he makes the "legend" of 

Social Democracy which "wants to swallow everything"-in other words, 

the socialist efforts of the working class-responsible for the desertion of the 

liberal bourgeoisie [from a possible alliance with Social Democracy-D.H.). 

In this connection, he advises the proletariat to disavow its socialist aim so 
that the mortally frightened liberals might come out of the mousehole of reac­

tion. In thus making the abandonment of the socialist labor movement an 

essential condition and a social presupposition for the preservation of bour­

geois democracy today, he proves in a striking manner that this democracy is 

in complete contradiction with the inner tendency of development of mod­

ern society. At the same time, he proves that the socialist labor movement 

itself is a direct product of this tendency. 

In this way, however, he proves still another thing. By making the renunci­

ation of the socialist goal an essential presupposition and condition of the 

resurrection of bourgeois democracy, he shows, conversely, how inexact is 
the claim that bourgeois democracy is an indispensable condition of the 

socialist movement and the victory of socialism. Bernstein's reasoning 

exhausts itself in a vicious circle; his conclusion swallows his premises. 

The exit from this circle is quite simple. In view of the fact that bourgeois 

liberalism has sold its soul from fear of the growing labor movement and its 
final aim, it follows that the socialist labor movement today is and can be the 

onf:y support of democracy. The fate of the socialist movement is not bound to 

bourgeois democracy; but the fate of democracy, on the contrary, is bound to 

the socialist movement. Democracy does not acquire greater chances oflife in 

the measure that the working class renounces the struggle for its emancipation; 
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of the "good sides" of all things possible blows away at the first wind of histo­

ry. Historically, legislative reform and the revolutionary method function in 

accordance with influences that are more profound than the consideration of 

the advantages or inconveniences of this or that method. 

In the history of bourgeois society, legislative reform served generally to 

strengthen the rising class until the latter felt sufficiently strong to seize political 

power, to overturn the existing juridical system and to construct a new one. 

Bernstein, thundering against the conquest of political power as a Blanquist 

theory of violence, has the misfortune to label as a Blanquist error that which 

has been for centuries the pivot and motive force of human history. As long as 

class societies have existed, and the class struggle has constituted the essential 

content of their history, the conquest of political power has continually been 

the aim of all rising classes and the beginning and end of every historical peri­

od. This can be seen in the long struggle of the peasantry against the financiers 

and nobility in ancient Rome; in the struggles of the medieval nobility against 

the bishops, and the artisans against the nobles in the cities of the Middle Ages; 

and in modern times, in the struggle of the bourgeoisie against feudalism. 

Legal reform and revolution are not different methods of historical 
progress that can be picked out at pleasure from the counter ofhistory,just as 

one chooses hot or cold sausages. They are different moments in the develop­

ment of class society which condition and complement each other, and at the 

same time exclude each other reciprocally as, e.g., the north and south poles, 

the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 

In effect, every legal constitution is the product of a revolution. In the his­

tory of classes, revolution is the act of political creation while legislation is the 

political expression of the life of a society that has already come into being. 

Work for legal reforms does not itself contain its own driving force independ­

ent from revolution. During every historical period, work for reforms is car­

ried on only in the direction given it by the impetus of the last revolution, and 

continues as long as that impulsion continues to make itself felt. Or, to put it 

more concretely, it is carried on only in the framework of the social form cre­

ated by the last revolution. Precisely here is the kernel of the problem. 
It is absolutely false and totally unhistorical to represent work for reforms 

as a drawn-out revolution, and revolution as a condensed series of reforms. A 

social transformation and a legislative reform do not differ according to their 

duration but according to their essence. The whole secret of historical trans­

formations through the utilization of political power consists precisely in the 

change of simple quantitative modification into a new quality, or to speak 
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more concretely, in the transition from one historical period, one social 

order, to another. 

He who pronounces himself in favor of the method of legal reforms in 

place of and as opposed to the conquest of political power and social revolu­

tion does not really choose a more tranquil, surer and slower road to the same 

goal. He chooses a different goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establish­

ment of a new social order, he takes a stand for surface modifications of the 

old order. Thus, the political views of revisionism lead to the same conclu­

sion as the economic theories of revisionism: not to the realization of the 

socialist order, but to the reform of capitalism, not to the suppression of the 

wage system, but to the diminution of exploitation; in a word, to the elimina­

tion of the abuses of capitalism instead of to that of capitalism itself. ... 
In a word, democracy is indispensable not because it renders superfluous 

the conquest of political power by the proletariat but, on the contrary, 
because it renders this conquest of power both necessary as well as possible. 

When Engels, in his Preface to Class Struggles in France, revised the tactics 

of the modern labor movement and opposed the legal struggle to the barri­
cades, he did not have in mind-this comes out in every line of the Preface­

the question of the final conquest of political power, but the modern daily 

struggle; not the attitude of the proletariat opposed to the capitalist state at the 

moment of the seizure of state power, but its attitude within the bounds of the 

capitalist state. In a word, Engels gave directions to the oppressed proletariat, 
not to the victorious proletariat.26 

On the other hand, Marx's well-known declaration concerning the agrari­

an question in England, on which Bernstein leans heavily-"We would prob­

ably succeed more easily by buying out the landlords"-does not refer to the 
attitude of the proletariat before but after its victory. For, obviously, it can only 
be a question of buying out the old dominant class when the working class is 

in power. The possibility envisaged by Marx is that of the peaceful exercise of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat and not the replacement of the dictatorship 
by capitalist social reforms. 

The necessity of the proletariat's seizing power was always unquestion­
able for Marx and Engels. It is left to Bernstein to consider the henhouse of 
bourgeois parliamentarism as the correct organ by means of which the most 

formidable social transformation in history, the passage of society from the 

capitalist to the socialist form, is to be completed. 

Bernstein, however, introduces his theory with fear and warnings against 
the danger of the proletariat's acquiring power too ear/,y! That is, according 
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to Bernstein, the proletariat ought to leave bourgeois society in its present 

conditions and itself suffer a frightful defeat. What follows clearly from this 

fear is that if circumstances led the proletariat to power, it could draw from 

Bernstein's theory the following "practical" conclusion: to go to sleep.27 In 
this way, the theory judges itself, it is a conception which, at the most decisive 

moments of the struggle, condemns the proletariat to inactivity, and thus to a 

passive betrayal of its own cause. 

In effect, our program would be a miserable scrap of paper if it could not 

serve us in all eventualities, at all moments of the struggle, and serve precise­

ly by its application and not by its nonapplication. If our program is the for­

mulation of the historical development of society from capitalism to 
socialism, obviously it must also formulate, in all their fundamental lines, all 
the transitory phases of this development, and consequently at every 

moment it should be able to indicate to the proletariat what ought to be its 

correct behavior in order to move toward socialism. It follows generally that 
there can be no time when the proletariat will be obliged to abandon its pro­
gram, or be abandoned by it. 

This is manifested practically in the fact that there can be no time when 

the proletariat, brought to power by the force of circumstances, is not in the 

condition, or is not morally obliged, to take certain measures for the realiza­
tion of its program, transitory measures in the direction of socialism. Behind 

the belief that the socialist program could break down at any moment during 

the political domination of the proletariat, and give no directions for its real­
ization, lies, unconsciously, the other belief, that the socialist prog;ram is gen­
erally and at all times, unrealizable. 

And what if the transitory measures are premature? The question hides a 
whole slew of misunderstandings concerning the real course of social trans­
formations. 

Above all, the seizure of state power by the proletariat, i.e., by a large pop­

ular class, is not produced artificially. It presupposes (with the exception of 
cases like the Paris Commune when power was not attained after a conscious 
struggle for its goal, but, exceptionally, fell into the proletariat's hands like an 
object abandoned by everybody else) a definite degree of maturity of eco­
nomic and political relations. Here we have the essential difference between 

Blanquist2 8 coups d'etat by a "resolute minority," bursting out at any 

moment like a pistol shot, and for this very reason, always inopportunely, and 

the conquest of political power by a large and class-conscious popular mass. 
Such a mass itself can only be the product of the beginning of the collapse of 
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bourgeois society, and therefore bears in itself the economic and political 

legitimation ofits opportune appearance. 

If, therefore, from the standpoint of the social presuppositions, the con­

quest of political power by the working class cannot occur "too early," then 

from the standpoint of political effect-of conservation of power-it is neces­

sarily "too early." The premature revolution, the thought of which keeps 

Bernstein awake, menaces us like a sword of Damocles. Against it neither 

prayers nor supplication, scares nor anguish, are of avail. And this, for two 

very simple reasons. 

In the first place, it is impossible to imagine that a transformation as for­

midable as the passage from capitalist society to socialist society can be real­

ized in one act, by a victorious blow of the proletariat. To consider that as 

possible is again to lend credence to pure Blanquist conceptions. The social­

ist transformation presupposes a long and stubborn struggle in the course of 

which, quite probably, the proletariat will be repulsed more than once, so 

that, from the viewpoint of the final outcome of the struggle, it will have nec­

essarily come to power "too early" the first time. 

In the second place, however, it will also be impossible to avoid the "pre­
mature" seizure of state power precisely because these "premature" attacks of 

the proletariat constitute a factor, and indeed a very important factor, creating 

the political conditions of the final victory. In the course of the political crisis 

accompanying its seizure of power, in the fire oflong and stubborn struggles, 

the proletariat will acquire the degree of political maturity permitting it to 

obtain the definitive victory of the revolution. Thus these "premature" attacks 

of the proletariat on the state power are in themselves important historical 
moments helping to provoke and determine the point of the final victory. Con­

sidered from this point of view, the idea of a "premature" conquest of political 

power by the laboring class appears to be a political absurdity, derived from a 

mechanical conception of social development, and positing for the victory of 

the class struggle a time fixed outside and independent of the class struggle. 

Since the proletariat is not in the position to seize political power in any 

other way than "prematurely"; since the proletariat is absolutely obliged to 

seize power "too early" once or several times before it can enduringly main­

tain itself in power, the objection to the "premature" seizure of power is 

nothing other than a general opposition to the aspiration of the proletariat to 
take state power. 

Just as all roads lead to Rome, so, too, we logically arrive at the conclusion 

that the revisionist proposal to abandon the ultimate goal of socialism is really 
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a recommendation to renounce the socialist movement itself [,that its advice to 

Social Democracy, "to go to sleep" in the case of the conquest of power, is 

identical with the advice: to go to sleep now and forever, i.e., to give up the class 

struggle]. 

THE BREAKDOWN 

Bernstein began his revision of Social Democracy by abandoning the theory 

of capitalist breakdown. The latter, however, is the cornerstone of scientific 

socialism, and with the removal of this cornerstone, Bernstein must also 

reject the whole socialist doctrine. In the course of his discussion, he aban­

dons, one after another, the positions of socialism in order to be able to main­

tain his first affirmation. 

Without the breakdown of capitalism, the expropriation of the capitalist 

class is impossible. Bernstein therefore renounces expropriation and choos­

es a progressive realization of the "cooperative principle" as the goal of the 

labor movement. 

But cooperation cannot be realized within capitalist production. Bern­

stein therefore renounces the socialization of production and proposes to 

reform commerce and to develop consumers' cooperatives. 

But the transformation of society through consumers' cooperatives, even 

together with the trade unions, is incompatible with the real material devel­

opment of capitalist society. Bernstein therefore abandons the materialist 

conception of history. 

But his conception of the course of economic development is incompati­

ble with the Marxist theory of surplus value. Bernstein therefore abandons 

the theory of value and of surplus value and, in this way, the whole economic 

theory of Karl Marx. 

But the class struggle of the proletariat cannot be carried on without a 

definite final aim and without an economic base in the existing society. Bern­

stein therefore abandons the class struggle and proclaims the reconciliation 

with bourgeois liberalism. 
But in a class society, the class struggle is a fully natural and unavoidable 

phenomenon. Bernstein therefore contests even the existence of classes in 

society: for him, the working class is a mass of individuals, divided not only 

politically and intellectually, but also economically. And, according to him, the 
bourgeoisie does not group itself politically in accordance with its inner eco­
nomic interest, but only because of external pressure, from above and below. 
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On first consideration, his doctrine, composed of bits of all possible sys­

tems, seems to be completely free from prejudices. Bernstein does not like to 

talk of "party science," or to be more exact, of class science, any more than he 

likes to talk of class liberalism or class morality. He thinks he succeeds in rep­

resenting a universal human abstract science, abstract liberalism, abstract 

morality. But since the actual society is made up of classes which have dia­

metrically opposed interests, aspirations, and conceptions, a universal 

human science in social questions, an abstract liberalism, an abstract morali­

ty, are at present illusions, a self-deception. What Bernstein considers his 

universal human science, democracy, and morality, is merely the dominant 

science, dominant democracy, and dominant morality-that is, bourgeois 
science, bourgeois democracy, bourgeois morality. 

In effect, when Bernstein denies the Marxist economic system in order to 

swear by the teachings of Brentano, Bohm-Jevons, Say, and Julius Wolf, what 

does he do but exchange the scientific base of the emancipation of the work­
ing class for the apologetics of the bourgeoisie? When he speaks of the uni­
versal human character ofliberalism, and transforms socialism into a variety 

ofliberalism, what does he do but deprive the socialist movement of its class 

character and, consequently, of its historical content and, consequently, of all 

content in general, while conversely making the historical bearer of liberal­
ism, the bourgeoisie, the champion of the universal interests of humanity? 

And when he condemns the "raising of the material factors to the rank of 

an all-powerful force of development"; when he protests against the "con­

tempt for the ideal" in Social Democracy; when he presumes to talk for ideal­

ism, for morals, but at the same time inveighs against the only source of the 
moral rebirth of the proletariat, the revolutionary class struggle-what does 

he actually do but preach to the working class the quintessence of the morali­
ty of the bourgeoisie, that is, the reconciliation with the existing order and 

the transfer of hope to the beyond of an ethical ideal-world. 

When he directs his keenest arrows against the dialectic, what does he do 
but attack the specific mode of thought of the rising class-conscious prole­
tariat. Isn't the dialectic the sword that has helped the proletariat pierce the 
darkness of its historical future, the intellectual weapon with which the prole­

tariat, though materially still in the yoke, triumphs over the bourgeoisie, 

proving to the bourgeoisie its transitory character, showing it the inevitability 
of the proletarian victory? Hasn't the dialectic already realized a revolution in 
the domain of thought? In that Bernstein takes leave of the dialectic and 

resorts instead to the intellectual seesaw of the "on the one hand-on the 
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other hand," "yes-but," "although-however," "more-less," he quite logi­

cally lapses into the historically conditioned mode of thought of the declin­

ing bourgeoisie, a mode of thought which is the faithful intellectual reflection 

of its social existence and political activity. The political "on the one hand­

on the other hand," "yes-but" of the bourgeoisie of today exactly resembles 

Bernstein's manner of thinking. This is the sharpest and surest symptom of 

his bourgeois conception of the world. 

But for Bernstein, the word "bourgeois" itself is not a class expression 
but a universal social notion. Logical to the last dot on the last i, he has also 

exchanged the historical language of the proletariat, together with its sci­

ence, politics, morals, and mode of thought, for that of the bourgeoisie. 

When he uses, without distinction, the term "citizen" in reference to the 

bourgeois as well as to the proletarian, thus intending to refer to man in gen­

eral, he in fact identifies man in general with the bourgeois, and human soci­

ety with bourgeois society. 

[If at the beginning of the discussion with Bernstein, one still hoped to 

convince him, to be able to give him back to the movement, by means of argu­

ments from the scientific arsenal of Social Democracy, that hope must now be 

fully abandoned. Now the same words no longer express the same concepts, 

and the concepts no longer express the same social facts for both sides. The 

discussion with Bernstein has become an argument of two world views, of 

two classes, of two social forms. Today, Bernstein and Social Democracy 

stand on wholly different terrain.] 

OPPORTUNISM IN THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Bernstein's book is of great historical importance to the German and the 

international labor movement. This was the first attempt to give a theoretical 

base to the opportunist currents in Social Democracy. 

If we take into consideration sporadic manifestations, such as the ques­

tion of subsidies for steamships,3° the opportunist currents in our movement 

have existed for a long time. But it is only since the beginning of the i8gos, 

with the suppression of the antisocialist laws and the reconquest of the ter­

rain of legality, that we have had an explicit, unitary opportunist current. 

Vollmar's "state socialism," the vote on the Bavarian budget, the "agrarian 

socialism" of South Germany, Heine's policy of compensation, Schippel's 

stand on tariffs and militarism, are the high points in the development of the 
opportunist practice.31 
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What, above all, is the external characteristic of these practices? Hostility 

to "theory." This is quite understandable, for our "theory," i.e., the principles 

of scientific socialism, imposes clearly marked limitations to practical activi­

ty-concerning the aims of this activity, the means of struggle applied, and 

the method of struggle. It is thus natural for those who only run after practical 

results to want to free their hands, i.e., to split our practice from "theory,'' to 

make it independent of theory. 

But at every practical effort, this theory hits them on the head. State 

socialism, agrarian socialism, the policy of compensation, the militia ques­

tion, all constitute defeats of opportunism. It is clear that if this current is to 

affirm itself against our principles it must, logically, come to the point of 

attacking the theory itself, the principles, and rather than ignore them, it must 

try to shake them and to construct its own theory. Bernstein's book is pre­

cisely an effort in that direction. That is why, at the Stuttgart Party Congress 

[in i8g8], the opportunist elements in our Party immediately grouped them­

selves about Bernstein's banner. If, on the one hand, opportunist currents in 

practical activity are an entirely natural phenomenon which can be explained 

in the light of the conditions of our activity and its growth, Bernstein's theo­
ry, on the other hand, is a no less natural attempt to group these currents into 

a general theoretical expression, to discover their proper theoretical presup­

positions, and to break with scientific socialism. Bernstein's theory is thus 

the theoretical ordeal by fire for opportunism, its first scientific legitimation. 

How did this test turn out? We have seen the result. Opportunism is not 

capable of constructing a positive theory capable of withstanding criticism. 
All it can do is to attack various isolated theses of the Marxist doctrine and, 

because Marxist doctrine constitutes one solidly constructed edifice, to 

destroy the entire system from the top to its foundations. This shows that, in 

its essence, its bases, opportunist practice is irreconcilable with Marxism. 

But it is thus further shown that opportunism is incompatible with social­

ism in general, that its internal tendency is to push the labor movement into 

bourgeois paths, i.e., to completely paralyze the proletarian class struggle. 

Considered historically, the proletarian class struggle is obviously not identi­
cal with the Marxist system. Before Marx and independent of him, there also 
existed a labor movement and various socialist systems, each of which, corre­

sponding to the conditions of the time, was in its way the theoretical expres­

sion of the working-class struggle for emancipation. The basing of socialism 

on the moral notion of justice, on a struggle against the mode of distribution 

instead of against the mode of production; the conception of class antagonism 
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as an antagonism between the poor and the rich; the effort to graft the "coop­

erative principle" on capitalist economy-all of what we find in Bernstein's 

system-already existed before him. And, in their time, these theories, in spite 

of their insufficiency, were actual theories of the proletarian class struggle; 

they were the children's seven-league boots, thanks to which the proletariat 

learned to walk upon the scene of history. 

But after the development of the class struggle itself and its social condi­

tions had led to the abandonment of these theories and to the formulation of 

the principles of scientific socialism, at least in Germany, there can be no 

socialism outside of Marxist socialism, and no socialist class struggle outside 

of Social Democracy. From then on, socialism and Marxism, the proletarian 

struggle for emancipation and Social Democracy, are identical. Therefore, 

the return to pre-Marxist socialist theories today does not in the least signify 

a return to the seven-league boots of the childhood of the proletariat.No, it is 

a return to the puny, worn-out slippers of the bourgeoisie. 

Bernstein's theory was the first, but also, at the same time, the last attempt to 

give a theoretical base to opportunism. We say "the last," because in Bernstein's 

system, opportunism has gone so far-both negatively, through its renunciation 

of scientific socialism, and positively, through its jumbling together of every bit 
of theoretical confusion available-that nothing remains to be done. Through 

Bernstein's book, opportunism has completed its theoretical development [just 

as it completed its practical development in the position taken by Schippel on 

the question of militarism], and has drawn its ultimate conclusion. 

Not only can Marxist doctrine refute opportunism theoretically; it alone 

is able to explain opportunism as an historical phenomenon in the develop­

ment of the Party. The world-historical foiward march of the proletariat to its 

final victory is, indeed, not "so simple a thing." The original character of this 

movement consists in the fact that here, for the first time in history, the popu­

lar masses themselves, in opposition to all ruling classes, impose their will. 

But they must posit this will outside of and beyond the present society. The 

masses can only form this will in a constant struggle against the existing 

order, only within its framework. The unification of the broad popular mass­

es with an aim reaching beyond the whole existing social order, of the daily 
struggle with the great world transformation-that is the task of the Social 

Democratic movement, which must successfully work foiward on its road to 

development between two reefs: abandonment of the mass character or aban­

donment of the final aim; the fall back to sectarianism or the fall into bour­

geois reformism; anarchism or opportunism. 
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Of course, more than a half a century ago the theoretical arsenal of Marx­

ist doctrine already furnished arms that are effective against both of these 

extremes. But precisely because our movement is a mass movement and the 

dangers menacing it are not born in the human brain but in social conditions, 

Marxist doctrine could not assure us, in advance and once and for all, against 

the anarchist and opportunist deviations. Once they have taken on flesh in 

practice, they can be overcome only by the movement itself, though of course 

only with the help of the arms furnished us by Marx. Social Democracy has 

already overcome the lesser danger, the anarchist streak of childishness, with 

the "movement of the independents."32 It is presently in the process of over­

coming the greater danger-opportunist dropsy. 

With the enormous expansion of the movement in the last years, and the 

complexity of the conditions in which, and the objectives for which, the 

struggle must take place, it was inevitable that the moment come in which 

skepticism concerning the reaching of the great final goal, and hesitations 

concerning the theoretical aspect of the movement, made themselves felt. 

Thus, and only thus, can and must the great proletarian movement progress; 

the instants of vacillation and hesitation are far from a surprise for the Marx­

ist doctrine: Marx predicted them long ago: 

"Bourgeois revolutions," wrote Marx a half-century ago in his Eighteenth 
Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, "like those of the eighteenth century, rush onward 

rapidly from success to success; their dramatic effects surpass one another; 

men and things seem to be set in flaming diamonds; ecstasy is the prevailing 

spirit. But they are short-lived; they reach their climax quickly, and then society 

relapses into a long hangover before it soberly learns how to appropriate the 

fruits of its period of storm and stress. Proletarian revolutions, on the contrary, 

such as those of the nineteenth century, criticize themselves continually; con­

stantly interrupt themselves in their own course; come back to what seems to 

have been accomplished in order to start anew; scorn with cruel thoroughness 

the half-measures, weaknesses, and wretchedness of their first attempts; seem 

to throw down their adversary only to enable him to draw fresh strength from 

the earth and again to rise up against them, still more gigantically; continually 
recoil in fear before the undefined enormity of their own goals-until the situa­

tion is created which renders all retreat impossible, and the conditions them­

selves cry out: 'Hie Rhodus, hie salta!' Here is the rose. Dance here!".'J3 

This has remained true even after the elaboration of the doctrine of scientific 

socialism. The proletarian movement has not as yet, all at once, become Social 
Democratic-even in Germany. But it is becoming more Social Democratic 
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daily because and inasmuch as it continuously surmounts the extreme devia­

tions of anarchism and opportunism, both of which are only moments of the 

movement of Social Democracy considered as a process. 

For these reasons, the surprising thing is not the appearance of the oppor­

tunist current but rather its weakness. As long as it showed itself in isolated 

single cases concerning the practical activity of the Party, one could still sup­

pose that it had behind it some serious theoretical base. But now that it has 

come to full expression in Bernstein's book, one cannot help exclaiming with 

astonishment: What? Is that all you have to say? Not a shadow of an original 

thought! Not a single idea that was not refuted, crushed, ridiculed, and 

reduced to dust by Marxism decades ago! 

It was sufficient for opportunism to speak in order to prove that it had 

nothing to say. That is the only significance of Bernstein's book in the history 

of the Party. 

And thus, while saying goodbye to the mode of thought of the revolution­

ary proletariat, to the dialectic, and to the materialist conception of history, 

Bernstein can thank them for the attenuating circumstances that they provide 

for his conversion. For only the dialectic and the materialist conception of 

history, magnanimous as they are, could make Bernstein appear as a predes­

tined but unconscious instrument by means of which the rising working class 

expresses its momentary weakness in order, contemptuously and with pride, 

to throw it aside when it sees it in the light. 

[We said that the movement becomes Social Democratic because and inas­

much as it overcomes the anarchistic and opportunistic deviations which 

arise necessarily with its growth. But overcome does not mean to let every­

thing pass peacefully as it pleases God. Tri overcome the present opportunist 

current means to reject it. 

Bernstein concludes his book by advising the Party that it should dare to 

appear as what it is: a democratic socialist reform party. In our opinion, the 

Party-that is, its highest organ, the Party congress-must follow this advice 

by proposing to Bernstein that he too appear formally as what he is: a petty­

bourgeois democratic progressive.] 



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

ED IT o Rs' No TE: One of Luxemburg's most important writings, The Mass 

Strike, the Political Party, and the Trade Unions contains her analysis the 1905 

Russian Revolution, in which she participated, and reflects her effort to project the 

significance of the mass strike for future revolutionary developments. It contains the 

fullest elaboration of her theory of spontaneity as a key element in class struggle. 

Luxemburg kept developing the concepts contained in this work until the end of 

her life. She wrote the pamphlet in the summer of 1906, at the request of the Social 

Democratic organization in Hamburg, while staying in Koktula, Finland, where she 

had extensive discussions on the subject of the mass strike and the Russian Revolu­

tion with Lenin. The Mass Strike was first published as a pamphlet in Hamburg in 

the fall of 1906. It was translated by Patrick Lavan and first published by the Marxist 

Educational Society in Detroit in 1925. Here we include chapters 2, 3, and 4. 

THE MASS STRIKE: AN HISTORICAL AND NOT 

AN ARTIFICIAL PRODUCT 

The first revision of the question of the mass strike which results from the 

experience of Russia relates to the general conception of the problem. Till the 

present time the zealous advocates of an "attempt with the mass strike" in Ger­

many of the stamp of Bernstein, Eisner, 1 etc., and also the strongest opponents 

of such an attempt as represented in the trade union camp by, for example, 

Bomelburg, stand, when all is said and done, on the same conception, and that 

is the Anarchist one. The apparent polar opposites do not mutually exclude 

each other but, as always, condition, and at the same time supplement each 

other. For the Anarchist mode of thought is direct speculation on the "great 

Kladderadatsch,"2on the social revolution merely as an external and inessen­
tial characteristic. According to it, what is essential is the whole abstract, 

unhistorical view of the mass strike and of all the conditions of the proletarian 
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struggle generally. For the Anarchist there exist only two things as material 

suppositions of his "revolutionary" speculations-first imagination, and sec­

ond goodwill and courage to rescue humanity from the existing capitalist vale 

of tears. This fanciful mode of reasoning sixty years ago gave the result that the 

mass strike was the shortest, surest and easiest means of springing into the bet­

ter social future. The same mode of reasoning recently gave the result that the 

trade-union struggle was the only real "direct action of the masses" and also 

the only real revolutionary struggle-which, as is well known, is the latest 

notion of the French and Italian "Syndicalists." The fatal thing for Anarchism 

has always been that the methods of struggle improvised in the air were not 

only a reckoning without their host, that is, they were purely Utopian, but that 
they, while not reckoning in the least with the despised evil reality, unexpected­

ly became in this evil reality, practical helps to the reaction, where previously 

they had only been, for the most part, revolutionary speculations. 
On the same ground of abstract, unhistorical methods of observation 

stand those today who would, in the manner of a board of directors, put the 

mass strike in Germany on the calendar on an appointed day, and those who, 

like the participants in the trade-union congress at Cologne,3 would by a pro­

hibition of "propaganda" eliminate the problem of the mass strike from the 
face of the earth. Both tendencies proceed on the common purely Anarchis­

tic assumption that the mass strike is a purely technical means of struggle, 
which can be "decided" at pleasure and strictly according to conscience, or 
"forbidden"-a kind of pocketknife which can be kept in the pocket clasped 

"ready for any emergency," and according to decision, can be unclasped and 

used. The opponents of the mass strike do indeed claim for themselves the 
merit of taking into consideration the historical groundwork and the material 

conditions of the present situation in Germany in opposition to the "revolu­
tionary romanticists," who hover in the air, and do not at any point reckon 

with the hard realities and their possibilities and impossibilities. "Facts and 
figures; figures and facts!" they cry, like Mr. Gradgrind in Dickens' Hard 
Times. When the trade-union opponent of the mass strike understands by 
the "historical basis" and "material conditions" is two things-on the one 
hand the weakness of the proletariat, and on the other hand, the strength of 

Prussian-German militarism. The inadequate organization of the workers 

and the imposing Prussian bayonet-these are the facts and figures upon 

which these trade-union leaders base their practical policy in the given case. 
Now while it is quite true that the trade-union cash box and the Prussian bay­
onet are material and very historical phenomena, the conception based upon 
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them is not historical materialism in Marx's sense but a policeman-like mate­

rialism in the sense of Puttkammer.4 The representatives of the capitalist 

police state reckon much, and indeed, exclusively with the occasional real 

power of the organized proletariat as well as with the material might of the 
bayonet, and from the comparative example of these two rows of figures the 

comforting conclusion is always drawn, that the revolutionary labor move­

ment is produced by individual demagogues and agitators; and that therefore 

there is in the prisons and bayonets an adequate means of subduing the 

unpleasant "passing phenomena.'' 
The class-conscious German workers have at last grasped the humor of the 

policeman-like theory that the whole modem labor movement is an artificial, 

arbitrary product of a handful of conscienceless "demagogues and agitators." 

It is exactly the same conception, however, that finds expression when 

two or three worthy comrades unite in a voluntary column of nightwatchmen 
in order to warn the German working class against the dangerous agitation of 

a few "revolutionary romanticists" and their "propaganda of the mass 

strike"; or when, on the other side, a noisy indignation campaign is engi­

neered by those who, by means of "confidential" agreements between the 
executive of the party and the general commission of the trade unions, 
believe they can prevent the outbreak of the mass strike in Germany. If it 
depended on the inflammatory "propaganda" of revolutionary romanticists 

or on confidential or public decisions of the party direction, then we should 

not even yet have had in Russia a single serious mass strike. In no country in 

the world-as I pointed out in March 1905 in the Sachische Arbeiterzeitun5-

was the mass strike so little "propagated" or even "discussed" as in Russia. 
And the isolated examples of decisions and agreements of the Russian party 
executive which really sought to proclaim the mass strike of their own 

accord-as, for example, the last attempt in August of this year after the dis­

solution of the Duma6-are almost valueless. If, therefore, the Russian revo­
lution teaches us anything, it teaches above all that the mass strike is not 

artificially "made," not "decided" at random, not "propagated,'' but that it is 

an historical phenomenon which, at a given moment, results from social con­
ditions with historical inevitability. It is not therefore by abstract speculations 
on the possibility or impossibility, the utility or the injuriousness of the mass 

strike, but only by an examination of those factors and social conditions out 
of which the mass strike grows in the present phase of the class struggle-in 

other words, it is not by subjective criticism of the mass strike from the stand­

point of what is desirable, but only by objective investigation of the sources of 
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because, in treating of the problem, one does not adhere strictly to the text of 

the Jena resolution.7 The "practical politicians" agree to this resolution if 

need be because they couple the mass strike chiefly with the fate of universal 

suffrage, from which it follows that they can believe two things-first, that 

the mass strike is of a purely defensive character, and second, that the mass 

strike is even subordinate to parliamentarianism, that is, has been turned 

into a mere appendage ofparliamentarianism. But the real kernel of theJena 

resolution in this connection is that in the present position of Germany an 

attempt on the part of the prevailing reaction on the parliamentary vote 

would in all probability be the moment for the introduction of, and the sig­

nal for, a period of stormy political struggles in which the mass strike as a 

means of struggle in Germany might well come into use for the first time. But 

to seek to narrow and to artificially smother the social importance and to 
limit the historical scope of the mass strike as a phenomenon and as a prob­
lem of the class struggle by the wording of a congress resolution, is an under­
taking which for shortsightedness can only be compared with the veto on 

discussion of the trade union congress at Cologne. In the resolution of the 

Jena Congress German Social Democracy has officially taken notice of the 
fundamental change which the Russian revolution has effected in the inter­
national conditions of the proletarian class struggle, and its capacity for rev­

olutionary development and its power of adaptability to the new demands of 

the coming phase of the class struggle. Therein lies the significance of the 
Jena resolution. As for the practical application of the mass strike in Ger­
many, history will decide that as it decided it in Russia-history in which 

German Social Democracy with its decisions is, it is true, an important fac­

tor, but at the same time, only one factor amongst many. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE MASS STRIKE MOVEMENT IN RUSSIA 

The mass strike, as it appears for the most part in the discussion in Germany, 
is a very clear and simply thought out, sharply sketched, isolated phenome­

non. It is the political mass strike exclusively that is spoken of. What is meant 
by it is a single grand rising of the industrial proletariat springing from some 
political motive of the highest importance, undertaken on the basis of an 
opportune and mutual understanding on the part of the controlling authori­

ties of the party and of the trade unions, carried through in the spirit of party 

discipline and in perfect order, and in still more perfect order brought to the 
directing committees at a signal given at the proper time, by which commit-
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the mass struggles begins with those general strikes in St. Petersburg. They 

are therefore important for the problems of the mass strike because they 

already contain, in the germ, all the principal factors oflater mass strikes. 

Again, the St. Petersburg general strike of i8g6 appears as a purely eco­

nomic partial wage struggle. Its causes were the intolerable working condi­

tions of the spinners and weavers in St. Petersburg: a working day of thirteen, 

fourteen or fifteen hours, miserable piece-work rates, and a whole series of 

contemptible chicaneries on the part of the employers. This condition of 

things, however, was patiently endured by the workers for a long time until an 

apparently trivial circumstance filled the cup to overflowing. The coronation 

of the present Tsar, Nicholas II, which had been postponed for two years 

through fear of the revolutionaries, was celebrated in May i8g6, and on that 

occasion the St. Petersburg employers displayed their patriotic zeal by giving 

their workers three days compulsory holidays, for which, curious to relate, 

they did not desire to pay their employees. The workers, angered at this, 
began to move. After a conference of about three hundred of the intelligent 

workers in the Ekaterinhof Garden a strike was decided upon, and the follow­

ing demands were formulated: first, payment of wages for the coronation holi­

days, second, a working day of ten hours; third, increased rates for 

piece-work. This happened on May 24th. In a week every weaving and spin­

ning establishment was at a standstill, and 40,000 workers were in the general 

strike. Today this event, measured by the gigantic mass strike of the revolution 

may appear a little thing. In the political polar rigidity of the Russia of that 

time a general strike was something unheard of; it was even a complete revolu­

tion in miniature. There began, of course, the most brutal persecution. About 

one thousand workers were arrested and the general strike was suppressed. 

Here already we see all the fundamental characteristics of the later mass 

strikes. The next occasion of the movement was wholly accidental, even 

unimportant, its outbreak elementary; but in the success of the movement the 

fruits of the agitation extending over several years of the Social Democracy 

were seen, and in the course of the general strike the Social Democratic agita­

tors stood at the head of the movement, directed it, and used it to stir up revo­

lutionary agitation. Further the strike was outwardly a mere economic 

struggle for wages, but the attitude of the government and the agitation of the 

Social Democracy made it a political phenomenon of the first rank. The strike 

was suppressed; the workers suffered a "defeat." But in January of the follow­

ing year the textile workers of St. Petersburg repeated the general strike once 

more and achieved this time a remarkable success: the legal introduction of a 
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working day of eleven hours throughout the whole of Russia. What was nev­

ertheless a much more important result was this: since that first general strike 

of 1896 which was entered upon without a trace of organization or of strike 

funds, an intensive trade union fight began in Russia proper which spread 

from St. Petersburg to the other parts of the country and opened up entirely 

new vistas to Social Democratic agitation and organization, and by which in 

the apparently death-like peace of the following period the revolution was 

prepared by underground work. 

The outbreak of the Caucasian strike in March 1902 was apparently as 

accidental and as much due to purely economic [partial] causes (although 

produced by quite other factors) as that of 1896. It was connected with the 

serious industrial and commercial crisis which in Russia was the precursor of 

the Japanese wars and which, together with it, was the most powerful factor 
of the nascent revolutionary ferment. The crisis produced an enormous mass 

of unemployment which nourished the agitation among the proletarian 

masses, and therefore the government, to restore tranquility amongst the 

workers, undertook to transport the "superfluous hands" in batches to their 

respective home districts. One such measure, which was to affect about four 

hundred petroleum workers called forth a mass protest in Batum, which led 

to demonstrations, arrests, a massacre, and finally to a political trial in which 

the purely economic and [partial] affair suddenly became a political and rev­

olutionary event. The reverberation of the wholly "fruitless" expiring and 

suppressed strike in Batum was a series of revolutionary mass demonstra­

tions of workers in Nizni Novgorod, Saratov and other towns, and therefore a 

mighty surge forward of the general wave of the revolutionary movement. 

Already in November 1902 the first genuine revolutionary echo followed 

in the shape of a general strike at Rostov-on-Don. Disputes about the rates of 

pay in the workshops of the Vladicaucasus Railway gave the impetus to this 
movement. The management sought to reduce wages and therefore the Don 

Committee of the Social Democracy issued a proclamation with a summons 

to strike for the following demands: a nine-hour day, increase of wages, aboli­

tion of fines, dismissal of obnoxious engineers, etc. Entire railway workshops 

participated in the strike. Presently all other industries joined in and sudden­

ly an unprecedented state of affairs prevailed in Rostov: all industrial work 

was at a standstill, and every day mammoth meetings of from 15,000 to 

20,000 were held in the open air, sometimes surrounded by a cordon of Cos­

sacks, at which for the first time Social Democratic popular speakers 

appeared publicly, inflammatory speeches on socialism and political freedom 
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were delivered and received with immense enthusiasm, and revolutionary 

appeals were distributed by tens of thousands of copies. In the midst of rigid 

absolutist Russia the proletariat of Rostov won for the first time the right of 

assembly, and freedom of speech by storm. It goes without saying that there 

was a massacre here. The disputes over wages in the Vladicaucasus Railway 

workshops grew in a few days into a political general strike and a revolution­

ary street battle. As an echo to this there followed immediately a general 

strike at the station of Tichoretzkaia on the same railway. Here also a mas­

sacre took place and also a trial, and thus even Tichoretzkaia has taken its 

place in the indissoluble chain of the factors of the revolution. 

The spring of 1903 gave the answer to the defeated strikes in Rostov and 

Tichoretzkaia; the whole of South Russia in May,June, and July was aflame. 
Baku, Tiflis, Batum, Elizavetgrad, Odessa, Kiev, Nicholaiev and Ekateri­

noslav were in a general strike in the literal meaning of those words. But here 

again the movement did not arise on any preconceived plan from one to 
another; it flowed together from individual points in each one from a differ­

ent cause and in a different form. The beginning was made by Baku where 

several partial wage struggles in individual factories and departments culmi­
nated in a general strike. In Tiflis the strike was begun by two thousand com­
mercial employees who had a working day of from six o'clock in the morning 

to eleven at night. On the fourth of July they all left their shops and made a 

circuit of the town to demand from the proprietors of the shops that they 

close their premises. The victory was complete; the commercial employees 
won a working day of from eight in the morning to eight in the evening, and 
they were immediately joined by all the factories, workshops and offices, etc. 

The newspapers did not appear, and tramway traffic could not be carried on 

under military protection. In Elisavetgrad on July 4 a strike began in all the 

factories with purely economic demands. These were mostly conceded, and 

the strike ended on the i4th. Two weeks later however it broke out again. The 

bakers this time gave the word and they were joined by the bricklayers, the 
joiners, the dyers, the mill workers, and finally all factory workers. In Odessa 
the movement began with a wage struggle in the course of which the "legal" 

workers' union, founded by government agents according to the program of 
the famous gendarme Zubatov,9 was developed. Historical dialectics had 
again seized the occasion to play one of its malicious little pranks. The eco­

nomic struggles of the earlier period (among them the great St. Petersburg 

general strike of i896) had misled Russian Social Democracy into exaggerat­

ing the importance of so-called "economics," and in this way the ground had 
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been prepared among the workers for the demagogic activities of Zubatov. 

After a time, however, the great revolutionary stream turned round the little 

ship with the false flag, and compelled it to ride right at the head of the revo­

lutionary proletarian flotilla. The Zubatovian unions gave the signal for the 

great general strike in Odessa in the spring of igo4, as for the general strike in 

St. Petersburg in January igo5. The workers in Odessa, who were not to be 

deceived by the appearance of friendliness on the part of the government for 

the workers, and of its sympathy with purely economic strikes, suddenly 

demanded proof by example, and compelled the Zubatovian "workers 
union" in a factory to declare a strike for very moderate demands. They were 

immediately thrown on the streets, and when they demanded the protection 
of the authorities which was promised them by their leader, the gentleman 
vanished and left the workers in the wildest excitement. The Social Democ­

rats at once placed themselves at the head of affairs, and the strike movement 

extended to other factories. On July I, 2,500 dockers struck work for an 
increase of wages from eighty kopeks to two roubles, and the shortening of 

the working day by half an hour. On July 16th the seamen joined the move­

ment. On the i3th the tramway staffbegan a strike. Then a meeting took place 

of all the strikers, seven or eight thousand men; they formed a procession 

which went from factory to factory, growing like an avalanche, and presently a 
crowd of from 40,000 to 50,000 betook themselves to the docks in order to 

bring all work there to a standstill. A general strike soon reigned throughout 

the whole city. In Kiev a strike began in the railway workshops on July 21. 
Here also the immediate cause was miserable conditions of labor, and wage 

demands were presented. On the following day the foundry men followed 

the example. On July 23 an incident occurred which gave the signal for the 
general strike. During the night two delegates of the railwaymen were arrest­

ed. The strikers immediately demanded their release, and as this was not 

conceded, they decided not to allow trains to leave the town. At the station all 

the strikers with their wives and families sat down on the railway track-a sea 
of human beings. They were threatened with rifle salvoes. The workers 
bared their breasts and cried "Shoot"! A salvo was fired into the defenseless 
seated crowd, and thirty to forty corpses, among them those of women and 

children, remained on the ground. When this became known the whole town 

of Kiev went on strike immediately. The corpses of the murdered workers 

were raised on high by the crowd and carried round in a mass demonstra­
tion. Meetings, speeches, arrests, isolated street fights-Kiev was in the midst 

of the revolution. The movement was soon at an end. But the printers had 
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won a shortening of the working day of one hour and a wage increase of one 

rouble; in a yeast factory the eight-hour day was introduced; the railway 

workshops were closed by order of the Ministry; other departments contin­

ued partial strikes for their demands. In Nicholaiev the general strike broke 

out under the immediate influence of the news from Odessa, Baku, Batum 

and Tiflis, in spite of the opposition of the Social Democratic Committee 

who wanted to postpone the outbreak of the movement till the time came 

when the military should have left the town for manoeuvres. The masses 

refused to hold back; one factory made a beginning, the strikes went from 

one workshop to another, the resistance of the military only poured oil on the 

fire. Mass processions with revolutionary songs were formed which were 

taken part in by all workers, employees, tramways officials, men and women. 

The cessation of work was complete. In Ekaterinoslav the bakers came out 

on strike on August 5, the men in the railway workshops on the 7th, and then 

all the other factories on August 8. Tramway traffic stopped, and the newspa­

pers did not appear. Thus the colossal general strike in south Russia came 

into being in the summer of 1903. By many small channels of partial econom­

ic struggles and little "accidental" occurrences it flowed rapidly to a raging 
sea, and changed the entire south of the Tsarist empire for some weeks into a 

bizarre revolutionary workers' republic. "Brotherly embraces, cries of delight 

and of enthusiasm, songs of freedom, merry laughter, humor and joy, were 

seen and heard in the crowd of many thousands of persons which surged 

through the town from morning till evening. The mood was exalted; one 
could almost believe that a new, better life was beginning on the earth. A most 

solemn and at the same time an idyllic, moving spectacle." ... So wrote at the 

time the correspondent of the Liberal Osvoboshdenye of Peter Struve. 

The year 1904 brought with it war, and for a time, an interval of quiet in 

the mass strike movement. At first a troubled wave of"patriotic" demonstra­

tions arranged by the police authorities spread over the country. The "liber­

al" bourgeois society was for the time being struck to the ground by the 

Tsarist official chauvinism. But soon the Social Democrats took possession 

of the arena; revolutionary workers' demonstrations were opposed to the 

demonstrations of the patriotic lumpenproletariat which were organized 

under police patronage. At last the shameful defeats of the Tsarist army woke 
the liberal society from its lethargy; then began the era of democratic con­

gresses, banquets, speeches, addresses and manifestos. Absolutism, tem­

porarily suppressed through the disgrace of the war, gave full scope to these 

gentlemen, and by and by they saw everything in rosy colors. For six months 
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period. Everywhere at that time the Social Democratic organizations went 

ahead with appeals; everywhere revolutionary solidarity with the St. Peters­

burg proletariat was expressly stated as the cause and aim of the general 

strike; everywhere, at the same time, there were demonstrations, speeches, 

conflicts with the military. But even here there was no predetermined plan, 

no organized action, because the appeals of the parties could scarcely keep 

pace with the spontaneous risings of the masses; the leaders had scarcely 

time to formulate the watchwords of the onrushing crowd of the proletariat. 

Further, the earlier mass and general strikes had originated from coalescing 

wage struggles which, in the general temper of the revolutionary situation 

and under the influence of the Social Democratic agitation, rapidly became 

political demonstrations; the economic factor and the scattered condition of 

trade unionism were the starting point, all-embracing class action and politi­

cal direction the result. The movement was now reversed. The general 

strikes of January and February broke out as unified revolutionary actions to 

begin with under the direction of the Social Democrats; but this action soon 

fell into an unending series oflocal [partial] economic strikes in separate dis­

tricts, towns, departments and factories. Throughout the spring of 1905 and 

into the middle of the summer there fermented throughout the whole of the 

immense empire an uninterrupted economic strike of almost the entire prole­

tariat against capital-a struggle which caught on the one hand all the petit­

bourgeois and liberal professions (commercial employees, technicians, 

actors, and members of artistic professions), and on the other hand penetrat­

ed to the domestic servants, the minor police officials and even to the stratum 

of the lumpenproletariat, and simultaneously surged from the towns to the 

country districts and even knocked at the iron gates of the military barracks. 

This is a gigantic, many-colored picture of a general arrangement of 

labor and capital which reflects all the complexity of social organization and 

of the political consciousness of every section and of every district. The 

whole long scale runs from the regular trade-union struggle of a picked and 

tested troop of the proletariat drawn from large-scale industry, to the form­

less protest of a handful of rural proletarians, and to the first slight stirrings 

of an agitated military garrison; from the well-educated and elegant revolt in 

cuffs and white collars in the counting house of a bank to the shy-bold mur­

murings of a clumsy meeting of dissatisfied policemen in a smoke-grimed, 

dark, and dirty guardroom. 

According to the theory of the lovers of "orderly and well-disciplined" 

struggles, according to plan and scheme, according to those especially who 
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always ought to know better from afar "how it should have been done," the 

decay of the great political general strike of January 1905 into a number of eco­

nomic struggles was probably "a great mistake" which crippled that action and 

changed it into a "straw fire."10 But Social Democracy in Russia, which had 

taken part in the revolution but had not "made" it, and which had even to learn 
its law from its course itself, was at the first glance put out of countenance for a 

time by the apparently fruitless ebb of the storm-flood of the general strike. His­

tory, however, which had made that "great mistake" thereby accomplished, 

heedless of the reasonings of its officious schoolmaster, a gigantic work for the 

revolution which was as inevitable as it was, in its consequences, incalculable. 

The sudden general rising of the proletariat in January under the power­
ful impetus of the St. Petersburg events was outwardly a political act of the 
revolutionary declaration of war on absolutism. But this first general direct 

action reacted inwardly all the more powerfully as it for the first time awoke 

class feeling and class consciousness in millions upon millions as if by an 

electric shock. And this awakening of class feeling expressed itself forthwith 

in the circumstances that the proletarian mass, counted by millions, quite 

suddenly and sharply came to realize how intolerable was that social and eco­
nomic existence which they had patiently endured for decades in the chains 

of capitalism. Thereupon there began a spontaneous general shaking of and 
tugging at these chains. All the innumerable sufferings of the modern prole­
tariat reminded them of the old bleeding wounds. Here was the eight-hour 

day fought for, there piece work was resisted, here were brutal foremen "driv­
en off" in a sack on a handcar. At another place infamous systems of fines 

were fought against, everywhere better wages were striven for and here and 

there the abolition of homework. Backward degraded occupations in large 

towns, small provincial towns, which had hitherto dreamed in an idyllic 
sleep, the village with its legacy from feudalism-all these, suddenly awak­

ened by the January lightning, bethought themselves of their rights and now 

sought feverishly to make up for their previous neglect. The economic strug­

gle was not really a decay here, or a dissipation of action, but merely change 
of front, a sudden and natural alteration of the first general engagement with 
absolutism, in a general reckoning with capital, which in keeping with its 
character, assumed the form of individual, scattered wage struggles. Political 

class action was not broken in January by the decay of the general strike into 

economic strikes, but the reverse; after the possible content of political action 

in the given situation and at the given stage of the revolution was exhausted, it 
broke, or rather changed, into economic action. 
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In point of fact, what more could the general strike in January have 

achieved? Only complete thoughtlessness could expect that absolutism could 

be destroyed at one blow by a single "long-drawn" general strike after the 

Anarchist plan. Absolutism in Russia must be overthrown by the proletariat. 

But in order to he able to overthrow it the proletariat require a high degree of 

political education, of class consciousness and organization. All these condi­

tions cannot be fulfilled by pamphlets and leaflets, but only by the living polit­

ical school, by the fight and in the fight, in the continuous course of the 

revolution. Further, absolutism cannot be overthrown at any desired moment 

in which only adequate "exertion" and "endurance" are necessary. The fall of 

absolutism is merely the outer expression of the inner social and class devel­

opment of Russian society. Before absolutism can, and may be overthrown, 

the bourgeois Russia must he formed in its interior, in its modern class divi­

sions. That requires the drawing together of the various social layers and 

interests, besides the education of the proletarian revolutionary parties, and 

not less of the liberal, radical, petit-bourgeois, conservative and reactionary 

parties; it requires self-consciousness, self-knowledge and the class con­

sciousness not merely of the layers of the people, but also of the layers of the 

bourgeoisie. But this also can be achieved and come to fruition in no way but 

in the struggle, in the process of the revolution itself, through the actual school 
of experience, in collision with the proletariat as well as with one another, in 

incessant mutual friction. This class division and class maturity of bourgeois 

society, as well as its action in the struggle against absolutism, is on the one 

hand, hampered and made difficult by the peculiar leading role of the prole­

tariat and on the other hand, is spurred on and accelerated. The various 

undercurrents of the social process of the revolution cross one another, check 

one another, and increase the internal contradictions of the revolution, but in 

the end accelerate and thereby render still more violent its eruptions. 

This apparently simple and purely mechanical problem may therefore be 

stated thus: the overthrow of absolutism is a long, continuous social process, 

and its solution demands a complete undermining of the soil of society; the 

uppermost part be placed lowest and the lowermost part highest, the apparent 

"order" must be changed to a chaos, and the apparently "anarchistic" chaos 

must be changed into a new order. Now in this process of the social transfor­

mation of the old Russia, not only the January lightning of the first general 
strike but also the spring and summer thunderstorms that followed it, played 

an indispensable part. The embittered general relations of wage labor and 

capital contributed in equal measure to the drawing together of the various 
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layers of the people and those of the bourgeoisie, to the class consciousness of 

the revolutionary proletariat and to that of the liberal and conservative bour­

geoisie. And just as the urban wage struggle contributed to the formation of a 

strong monarchist industrial party in Moscow, so the conflagration of the vio­

lent rural rising in Livonia led to the rapid liquidation of the famous aristocrat­

ic-agrarian Zemstvo-Liberalism.11 

But at the same time, the period of the economic struggles of the spring and 

summer of 1905 made it possible for the urban proletariat, by means of active 

Social Democratic agitation and direction, to assimilate later all the lessons of 

the January prologue and to grasp clearly all the further tasks of the revolution. 

There was connected with this too, another circumstance of an enduring 
social character: a general raising of the standard of life of the proletariat, eco­
nomic, social and intellectual. The January strikes of1905 ended victoriously 
almost throughout. As proof of this, some data from the enormous, and still for 

the most part inaccessible, mass of material may be cited here relating to a few 

of the most important strikes carried through in War-saw alone by the Social 

Democrats of Poland and Lithuania. In the great factories of the metal industry 
of Warsaw: Lilpop Ltd., Ran & Lowenstein, Rudzki and Co., Borman, 

Schwede and Co., Handtke, Gerlach and Pulst, Geisler Bros., Eberherd, Wol­
ski and Co., Konrad and Yarnuszkiewicz Ltd., Weber and Daehu, Ewizdzinski 
and Co., Wolonoski Wire Works, Gostynski and Co. Ltd., Rrun and Son, 

Frage Norblin, Werner, Buch, Kenneberg Bros., Labor, Dittunar Lamp Facto­

ry, Serkowski, Weszk-twenty-two factories in all the workers won, after a 

strike of from four to five weeks (fromjanuary 25 and 26) a nine-hour day, a 25 
percent increase of wages, and obtained various smaller concessions. In the 

large workshops of the timber industry of Warsaw, namely Karmanski, Damie­

ki, Gromel, Szerbinskik, Tremerowski, Horn, Devensee, Tworkowski, Daab 
and Martens-twelve workshops in all-the strikes had won the nine-hour day 

by February 23; they were not satisfied with this, but insisted upon the eight­

hour day, which they also won, together with an increase of wages, after a fur­

ther strike of a week. The entire bricklaying industry began a strike on 
February 27 and demanded, in conformity with the watchword of Social 
Democracy, the eight-hour day; they won the ten-hour day on March 11 

together with an increase of wages for all categories, regular payment of wages 

weekly, etc. The painters, the cartwrights, the saddlers and the smiths all won 

the eight-hour day without decrease of wages. The telephone workshops 
struck for ten days and won the eight-hour day and an increase of wages of 
from 10 to 15 percent. The large linen-weaving establishment of Hielle and 
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Dietrich ( 10,000 workers) after a strike lasting nine weeks, obtained a decrease 

of the working day of one hour and a wage increase of from 5 to 10 percent. 

And similar results in endless variation were to be seen in all the older branch­

es of industry in Warsaw, Lodz and Sosnovitz. 

In Russia proper the eight-hour day was won in December 1904 by a few 

categories of oil workers in Baku; in May 1905 by the sugar workers of the 

Kiev district; in January 1905 in all the printing works in Samara (where at the 

same time an increase of piece-work rates was obtained and fines were abol­

ished), in February in the factory in which medical instruments for the army 

are manufactured, in a furniture factory and in the cartridge factory in St. 

Petersburg. Further, the eight-hour day was introduced in the mines at Vladi­

vostock, in March in the government mechanical workshops dealing with 

government stock, and in May among the employees of the Tiflis electric 
town railway. In the same month a working day of eight and a half hours was 

introduced in the large cotton-weaving factory of Morosov (and at the same 

time the abolition of night work and a wage increase of 8 percent were won); 

injune an eight-hour day in a few oil works in St. Petersburg and Moscow; in 
July a working day of eight-and-a-half hours among the smiths at the St. 
Petersburg docks; and in November in all the private printing establishments 
of the town of Orel (and at the same time an increase of time rates of 20 per­

cent and piece-work rates of 100 percent, as well as the setting up a concilia­

tion board in which workers and employer were equally represented). 

The nine-hour day was obtained in all the railway workshops (in Febru­

ary), in many government, military and naval workshops, in most of the facto­
ries of the town of Berdiansk, in all the printing works of the towns of Poltava 

and Musk; nine and a halfhours in the shipyards, mechanical workshops and 

foundries in the town ofNicholayev in June, after a general strike of waiters in 
Warsaw in many restaurants and cafes (and at the same time a wage increase 

of from 20 to 40 percent, with a two-week holiday every year). 
The ten-hour day won in almost all the factories of the towns of Lodz, Sos­

novitz, Riga, Kovno, Oval, Dorfat, Minsk, Kharkov, in the bakeries of Odessa, 

among the mechanics in Kishinev, at a few smelting works in St. Petersburg, in 
the match factories ofKovno (with an increase of wages of10 percent), in all 
the government marine workshops, and among all the dockers. 

The wage increases were in general smaller than the shortening of hours 

but always more significant: in Warsaw in the middle of March 1905 a general 

increase of wages of 15 percent was fixed by thee municipal factories depart­

ment; in the center of the textile industry, Ivanovo-Vosnosensk, the wage 
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that. Even the relations of the worker to the employer are turned round; since 

the January general strike and the strikes of1905 which followed upon it, the 

principle of the capitalist "mastery of the house" is de facto abolished. In the 

large factories of all important industrial centers the establishment of work­

ers' committees has, as if by itself, taken place, with which alone the employer 

negotiates and which decide all disputes. And finally another thing the 

apparently "chaotic" strikes and the "disorganized" revolutionary action 

after the January general strike is becoming the starting point of a feverish 

work of organization. Dame History, from afar, smilingly hoaxes the bureau­
cratic lay figures who keep grim watch at the gate over the fate of the German 

trade unions. The firm organizations, which as the indispensable hypothesis 

for an eventual German mass strike should be fortified like an impregnable 
citadel-these organizations are in Russia, on the contrary, already born from 

the mass strike. And while the guardians of the German trade unions for the 

most part fear that the organizations will fall in pieces in a revolutionary 
whirlwind like rare porcelain, the Russian revolution shows us the exactly 

opposite picture; from the whirlwind and the storm, out of the fire and glow 

of the mass strike and the street fighting rise again, like Venus from the foam, 

fresh, young, powerful, buoyant trade unions. 

Here again a little example however, which is typical of the whole empire. 
At the second conference of the Russian trade unions which took place at the 
end of February igo6 in St. Petersburg, the representative of the Petersburg 

trade unions, in his report on the development of trade union organizations 

of the Tsarist capital said: 

January 22, i905, which washed away the Capon union, was a turning point. The 

workers in large numbers have learned by experience to appreciate and under­

stand the importance of organization, and that only they themselves can create 

these organizations. The first trade union-that of the printers-originated in 

direct connection with the January movement. The commission appointed to 

work out the tariffs framed the statutes, and on July 19 the union began its exis­

tence.Just about this time the union ofoflice workers and bookkeepers was called 

into existence. In addition to those organizations, which existed almost openly, 

there arose from January to October 1906 semi-legal and illegal trade unions. To 

the former belonged, for example, the union of chemists' assistants and commer­

cial employees. Among the illegal unions special attention must be drawn to the 

watchmakers' union, whose first secret session was held on April 24. All attempts 

to convene a general open meeting were shattered on the obstinate resistance of 
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the police and the employers in the form of the Chamber of Commerce. This mis­

chance has not prevented the existence of the union. It held secret meetings of 

members on June g and August 14, apart from the sessions of the executive of the 

union. The tailors' and tailoresses' union was founded in 1905 at a meeting in a 

wood at which seventy tailors were present. After the question of forming the 

union was discussed a commission was appointed which was entrusted with the 

task of working out the statutes. All attempts of the commission to obtain a legal 

existence for the union were unsuccessful. Its activities were confined to agitation 

and the enrolling of new members in the individual workshops. A similar fate was 

in store for the shoemakers' union. In July a secret night meeting was convened in 

a wood near the city. Over one hundred shoemakers attended; a report was read 

on the importance of trade unionism, on its history in Western Europe and its 

tasks in Russia. It was then decided to form a trade union; a commission of twelve 

was appointed to work out the statutes and call a general meeting of shoemakers. 

The statutes were drawn up, but in the meantime it had not been found possible 

to print them nor had the general meeting been convened. 

These were the first difficult beginnings. Then came the October days, the 
second general strike, the Tsar's manifesto of October 30 and the brief"con­

stitution period."12 The workers threw themselves with fiery zeal into the 

waves of political freedom in order to use it forthwith for the purpose of the 

work of organization. Besides daily political meetings, debates and the for­

mation of clubs, the development of trade unionism was immediately taken 
in hand. In October and November forty new trade unions appeared in St. 

Petersburg. Presently a "central bureau," that is a trade union council, was 

established, various trade union papers appeared, and since November a 

central organ has also been published, The Trade Union. What was reported 

above concerning Petersburg was also true on the whole of Moscow and 

Odessa, Kiev and Nichola, Saratov and Voronezh, Samara and Nizhni-Nov­

gorod, and all the larger towns of Russia, and in still higher degree of Poland. 
The trade unions of different towns seek contact with one another and con­

ferences are held. The end of the "constitution period," and the return to 

reaction in December 1905, put a stop for the time being to the open wide­

spread activity of the trade unions, but did not, however, altogether extin­

guish them. They operate as organizations in secret and occasionally carry 

on quite open wage struggles. A peculiar mixture of the legal and illegal con­

dition of trade union life is being built up, corresponding to the highly con­
tradictory revolutionary situation. But in the midst of the struggle the work of 
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organization is being more widely extended, in a thoroughgoing, not to say 

pedantic fashion. The trade unions of the Social Democracy of Poland and 

Lithuania, for example, which at the last congress (in July 1906) were repre­

sented by five delegates from a membership of 10,000 are furnished with the 

usual statutes, printed membership cards, adhesive stamps, etc. And the 

same bakers and shoemakers, engineers and printers of Warsaw and Lodz 

who in June 1905 stood on the barricades and in December only awaited the 

word from Petersburg to begin street fighting, find time and are eager, 

between one mass strike and another, between prison and lockout, and under 

the conditions of a siege, to go into their trade union statutes and discuss 

them earnestly. These barricade fighters of yesterday and tomorrow have 

indeed more than once at meetings severely reprimanded their leaders and 

threatened them with withdrawal from the party because the unlucky trade 

union membership cards could not be printed quickly enough in secret 

printing works under incessant police persecution. This zeal and this 

earnestness continue to this day. For example, in the first two weeks of July 

1906 fifteen new trade unions appeared in Ekaterinoslav, six in Kostroma, 

several in Kiev, Poltava, Smolensk, Tscherkassy, Proskurvo, down to the most 

significant provincial towns. In the session of the Moscow trade union coun­

cil of June 4 this year, after the acceptance of the reports of individual trade 

union delegates, it was decided "that the trade unions should discipline their 

members and restrain from street rioting because the time is not considered 

opportune for the mass strike. In the face of possible provocation on the part 
of the government care should be taken that the masses do not stream out in 

the streets." Finally, the Council decided that if at any time one trade union 

began a strike the others should hold back from any wages movement. Most 

of the economic struggles are now directed by the trade unions. 13 

Thus the great economic struggle which proceeded from the January gen­

eral strike and which has not ceased to the present day, has formed a broad 

background of the revolution from which, in ceaseless reciprocal action with 

the political agitation and the external events of the revolution there ever arise 

here and there now isolated explosions, and now great general actions of the 

proletariat. Thus there flame up against this background the following events 

one after the other; at the May Day demonstration there was an unprecedent­

ed, absolute general strike in Warsaw which ended in a bloody encounter 

between the defenseless crowd and the soldiers. At Lodz, in June a mass out­

ing which was scattered by the soldiers led to a demonstration of 100,000 

workers at the funeral of some of the victims of the brutal soldiery and to a 
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renewed encounter with the military, and finally, on June 23, 24, and 25, 

passed into the first barricade fight in the Tsarist empire. Similarly in June the 

first great revolt of the sailors of the Black Sea Fleet exploded in the harbor at 

Odessa from a trifling incident on board the armored vessel Potemkin which 

reacted immediately on Odessa and Nicholaiev in the form of a violent mass 

strike. As a further echo, the mass strike and the sailors' revolts followed in 

Kronstadt, Libau and Vladivostok. 

In the month of October the grandiose experiment of St. Petersburg was 

made with the introduction of the eight-hour day. The general council of 

workers delegates decided to achieve the eight-hour day in a revolutionary 

manner. That means that on the appointed day all the workers of Petersburg 

should inform their employers that they were not willing to work more than 

eight hours a day, and should leave their places of work at the end of eight 

hours. The idea was the occasion oflively agitation, was accepted by the pro­

letariat with enthusiasm and carried out, but very great sacrifices were not 
thereby avoided. Thus for example, the eight-hour day meant an enormous 

fall in wages for the textile workers who bad hitherto worked eleven hours 

and that on a system of piece work. This, however, they willingly accepted. 

Within a week the eight-hour day prevailed in every factory and workshop in 

Petersburg, and the joy of the workers knew no bounds. Soon, however, the 

employers, stupefied at first, prepared their defenses; everywhere they 

threatened to close their factories. Some of the workers consented to negoti­

ate and obtained here a working day of ten hours and there one of nine hours. 

The elite of the Petersburg proletariat, however, the workers in the large gov­

ernment engineering estab-lishments, remained unshaken, and a lockout 

ensued which threw from 45,000 to 50,000 men on the streets for a month. 

At the settlement the eight-hour day movement was carried into the general 

strike of December which the great lockout had hampered to a great extent. 

Meanwhile, however, the second tremendous general strike throughout 

the whole empire followed in October as a reply to the project of the Bulygin 

Duma14-the strike to which the railwaymen gave the summons. This second 

great action of the proletariat already bears a character essentially different 

from that of the first one in January. The element of political consciousness 

already plays a much bigger role. Here also, to be sure the immediate occa­

sion for the outbreak of the mass strike was a subordinate and apparently 

accidental thing: the conflict of the railwaymen with the management over 

the pension fund. But the general rising of the industrial proletariat which 

followed upon it was conducted in accordance with clear political ideas. The 
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prologue of the January strike was a procession to the Tsar to ask for political 

freedom: the watchword of the October strike ran away with the constitu­

tional comedy of Tsarism! And thanks to the immediate success of the gener­

al strike, to the Tsar's manifesto of October 30, the movement does not flow 

back on itself(as injanuary) but rushes over outwardly in the eager activity of 

newly acquired political freedom. Demonstrations, meetings, a young press, 

public discussions and bloody massacres as the end of the story, and there­

upon new mass strikes and demonstrations-such is the stormy picture of 

the November and December days. In November, at the instance of the 

Social Democrats in Petersburg the first demonstrative mass strike is 

arranged as a protest demonstration against the bloody deeds and the procla­

mation of a state of siege in Poland and Livonia. The fermentation after the 

brief constitutional period and the gruesome awakening finally leads in 

December to the outbreak of the third general mass strike throughout the 

empire. This time its course and its outcome are altogether different from 

those in the two earlier cases. Political action does not change into economic 

action (as in January), but it no longer achieves a rapid victory (as in Octo­
ber). The attempts of the Tsarist camarilla with real political freedom are no 

longer made, and revolutionary action therewith, for the first time, and along 

its whole length, knocked against the strong wall of the physical violence of 

absolutism. By the logical internal development of progressive experience 

the mass strike this time changes into an open insurrection, to armed barri­

cades, and street fighting in Moscow. The December days in Moscow close 

the first eventful year of the revolution as the highest point in the ascending 

line of political action and of the mass strike movement. 

The Moscow events show a typical picture of the logical development and 

at the same time of the future of the revolutionary movement on the whole: 

their inevitable close in a general open insurrection, which again on its part 

cannot come in any other way than through the school of a series of preparato­

ry partial insurrections, which therefore meantime end in partial outward 

"defeats" and considered individually, may appear to be "premature." 

The year igo6 brings the elections to the Duma and the Duma incidents. 

The proletariat, from a strong revolutionary instinct and clear knowledge of the 

situation, boycotts the whole Tsarist constitutional farce; and liberalism again 

occupies the center of the stage for a few months. The situation of 1904 appears 

to have come again, a period of speeches instead of acts, and the proletariat for 

a time walk in the shadow in order to devote themselves the more diligently to 
the trade union struggle and the work of organization. The mass strikes are no 
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ti on. The mass strike is merely the form of the revolutionary struggle and every 

disarrangement of the relations of the contending powers, in party develop­

ment and in class division, in the position of the counterrevolution-all this 

immediately influences the action of the strike in a thousand invisible and 

scarcely controllable ways. But strike action itself does not cease for a single 

moment. It merely alters its forms, its dimensions, its effect. It is the living 

pulse-beat of the revolution and at the same time its most powerful driving 

wheel. In a word, the mass strike, as shown to us in the Russian revolution, is 

not a crafty method discovered by subtle reasoning for the purpose of making 

the proletarian struggle more effective, but the method of motion of the proletar­
ian mass, the phenomenal form of the proletarian struggle in the revolution. 

Some general aspects may now be examined which may assist us in form­
ing a correct estimate of the problem of the mass strike. 

i) It is absurd to think of the mass strike as one act, one isolated action. 

The mass strike is rather the indication, the rallying idea, of a whole period of 

the class struggle lasting for years, perhaps for decades. Of the innumerable 

and highly varied mass strikes which have taken place in Russia during the 

last four years the scheme of the mass strike was a purely political movement, 

begun and ended after a cut and dried plan, a short single act of one variety 

only and that a subordinate variety-pure demonstration strike. In the whole 

course of the five-year period we see in Russia only a few demonstration 

strikes which, be it noted, were generally confined to single towns. Thus the 

annual May Day general strike in Warsaw and Lodz in Russia proper on the 

First of May has not yet been celebrated to any appreciable extent by absten­

tion from work-the mass strike in Warsaw on September n, 1905, as a 

memorial service in honor of the executed Martin Kasprzak;1.5 the Petersburg 

protest demonstration against the declaration of a state of siege in Poland and 

Livonia in November 1905; that of January 22, 1906, in Warsaw, Lodz, Czen­

tochon and in the Dombrowa coal basin, as well as, in part, those in a few 

Russian towns as anniversary celebrations of the Petersburg bloodbath; in 

addition, in July 1906 a general strike in Tiflis as demonstration of sympathy 

with soldiers sentenced by court-martial on account of the military revolt; 
and finally from the same cause in September 1906, during the deliberations 
of the court-martial in Reva!. All the above great and partial mass strikes and 

general strikes were not demonstration strikes but fighting strikes, and as 

such they originated for the most part spontaneously, in every case from 

specific local accidental causes, without plan and undesignedly, and grew 

with elemental power into great movements, and then they did not begin an 
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"orderly retreat," but turned now into economic struggles, now into street 

fighting, and now collapsed of themselves. 

In this general picture the purely political demonstration strike plays quite 

a subordinate role-isolated small points in the midst of a mighty expanse. 

Thereby, temporarily considered, the following characteristic discloses itself: 

the demonstration strikes which, in contradistinction to the fighting strikes, 

exhibit the greatest mass of party discipline, conscious direction and political 

thought, and therefore must appear as the highest and most mature form of 

the mass strike, play in reality the greatest part in the beginnings of the move­

ment. Thus for example, the absolute cessation of work on May 1, 1905, in 

Warsaw as the first instance of a decision of the Social Democrats carried 

throughout in such an astonishing fashion, was an experience of great impor­

tance for the proletarian movement in Poland. In the same way the sympathet­

ic strike of the same year in Petersburg made a great impression as the first 

experiment on conscious systematic-mass action in Russia. Similarly the 

"trial mass strike" of the Hamburg comrades onjanuary 17, 1906,16 will play a 

prominent part in the history of the future German mass strike as the first vig­

orous attempt with the much disputed weapon, and also a very successful and 

convincingly striking test of the fighting temper and the lust for battle of the 

Hamburg working class. And just as surely will the period. of the mass strike 

in Germany, when it has once begun in real earnest, lead itself to a real, general 

cessation of work on May First. The May Day festival may naturally be raised 

to a position of honor as the first great demonstration under the aegis of the 

mass struggle. In this sense the "lame horse," as the May Day festival was 

termed at the trade-union congress at Cologne, has still a great future before it 

and an important part to play in the proletarian class struggle in Germany. But 

with the development of the earnest revolutionary struggle the importance of 

such demonstration diminishes rapidly. It is precisely those factors which 

objectively facilitate the realization of the demonstration strike after a precon­

ceived plan and at the party's word of command-namely, the growth of polit­

ical consciousness and the training of the proletariat-make this kind of mass 

strike impossible; today the proletariat in Russia, the most capable vanguard 
of the masses, does not want to know about mass strikes; the workers are no 

longer in a mood for jesting and will now think only of a serious struggle with 

all its consequences. And when, in the first great mass strike injanuary 1905,'7 

the demonstrative element, not indeed in an intentional but more in an 

instinctive spontaneous form, still played a great part, on the other hand, the 

attempt of the central committee of the Russian Social Democrats to call a 
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mass strike in August as a demonstration for the dissolved Duma, was shat­

tered by, among other things, the positive disinclination of the educated pro­

letariat to engage in weak half-actions and mere demonstrations. 

2) When, however, we have in view the less important strike of the demon­

strative kind, instead of the fighting strike as it represents in Russia today the 

actual vehicle of proletarian ac-tion, we see still more clearly that it is impossi­

ble to separate the economic and the political factors from one another. Here 

also the reality deviates from the theoretical scheme, and the pedantic repre­

sentation in which the pure political mass strike is logically derived from the 

trade union general strike as the ripest and highest stage, but at the same time is 

kept distinct from it, is shown to be absolutely false. This is expressed not 

merely in the fact that the mass strikes, from that first great wage struggle of the 

Petersburg textile workers in 1896-97 to the last great mass strike in December 
1905, passed imperceptibly from the economic field to the political, so that it is 

almost impossible to draw a dividing line between them. Again, every one of 

the great mass strikes repeats, so to speak, on a small scale, the entire history of 

the Russian mass strike, and begins with a pure economic, or at all events, a 

partial trade union conflict, and runs through all the stages to the political 
demonstration. The great thunderstorm of mass strikes in South Russia in 

i902 and 1903 originated, as we have seen, in Baku from a conflict arising from 

the disciplinary punishment of the unemployed, in Rostov from disputes about 

wages in the railway workshops, in Tiflis from a struggle of the commercial 

employees for reduction of working hours, in Odessa from a wage dispute in 

one single small factory. The January mass strike of 1905 developed from an 

internal conflict in the Putilov works, the October strike from the struggle of 

the railway workers for a pension fund, and finally the December strike from 

the struggle of the postal and telegraph employees for the right of combination. 

The progress of the movement on the whole is not expressed in the circum­

stances that the economic initial stage is omitted, but much more in the rapidity 

with which all the stages to the political demonstration are run through and in 

the extremity of the point to which the strike moves forward. 

But the movement on the whole does not proceed from the economic to 

the political struggle, not even the reverse. Every great political mass, action, 

after it has attained its political highest point, breaks up into a mass of econom­

ic strikes. And that applies not merely to each of the great mass strikes, but also 

to the revolution as a whole. With the spreading, clarifying and involution of 
the political struggle the economic struggle not merely does not recede, but 

extends, organizes and becomes involved in equal measure. Between the two 
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there is the most complete reciprocal action. 

Every new onset and every fresh victory of the political struggle is trans­

formed into a powerful impetus for the economic struggle extending at the 

same time its external possibilities and intensifying the inner urge of the 

workers to better their position, and their desire to struggle. After every 

foaming wave of political action a fructifying deposit remains behind from 

which a thousand stalks of economic struggle shoot forth. And conversely, 

the workers' condition of ceaseless economic struggle with the capitalists 

keeps their fighting energy alive in every political interval; it forms, so to 

speak, the permanent fresh reservoir of the strength of the proletarian classes, 

from which the political fight ever renews its strength and at the same time 

leads the indefatigable economic sappers of the proletariat at all times, now 

here and now there, to isolated sharp conflicts, out of which political con­

flicts on a large scale unexpectedly explode. 

In a word, the economic struggle is the transmitter from one political cen­

ter to another; the political struggle is the periodic fertilization of the soil for 

the economic struggle. Cause and effect here continually change places; and 

thus the economic and the political factor in the period of the mass strike, 

now widely removed, completely separated or even mutually exclusive, as the 

theoretical plan would have them, merely form the two interlacing sides of 

the proletarian class struggle in Russia. And, their unity is precisely the mass 

strike. If the sophisticated theory purposes to make a clever logical dissection 

of the mass strike for the purpose of getting at the "purely political mass 

strike," it will by this dissection, as with any other, not perceive the phenome­

non in its living essence, but will kill it altogether. 

3) Finally, the events in Russia show us that the mass strike is inseparable 

from the revolution. The history of the Russian mass strikes is the history of 

the Russian revolution. When, to be sure, the representatives of our German 

opportunism hear of "revolution," they immediately think of bloodshed, 

street fighting or powder and shot, and the logical conclusion thereof is: the 

mass strike leads inevitably to the revolution, therefore we dare not have it. In 

actual fact we see in Russia that almost every mass strike in the long run leads 
to an encounter with the armed guardians of Tsarist order, and therein the so­

called political strikes exactly resemble the larger economic struggle. The rev­

olution, however, is something other and something more than bloodshed. In 
contradiction to the police interpretation, which views the revolution exclu­
sively from the standpoint of street disturbances and rioting, that is, from the 
standpoint of"disorder," the interpretation of scientific socialism sees in the 



THE ROSA LUXEMBURG READER 

revolution above all a thoroughgoing internal reversal of social class relations. 

And from this standpoint an altogether different connection exists between 

revolution and mass strike in Russia from that contained in the commonplace 

conception that the mass strike generally ends in bloodshed. 

We have seen above the inner mechanism of the Russian mass strike 

which depends upon the ceaseless reciprocal action of the political and eco­

nomic struggles. But this reciprocal action is conditioned during the revolu­

tionary period. Only in the sultry air of the period of revolution can any 

[partial] little conflict between labor and capital grow into a general explo­

sion. In Germany the most violent, most brutal collisions between the work­

ers and employers take place every year and every day without the struggle 

overleaping the bounds of the individual departments or individual towns 

concerned, or even those of the individual factories. Punishment of organ­

ized workers in Petersburg and unemployment as in Baku, wage struggles as 

in Odessa; struggles for the right of combination as in Moscow, are the order 

of the day in Germany. No single one of these cases however, changes sud­

denly into a common class action. And when they grow into isolated mass 

strikes, which have without question a political coloring, they do not bring 

about a general storm. The general strike of the Dutch railwaymen, which 

died away in spite of the warmest sympathy, in the midst of the complete 

impassivity of the proletariat of the country, affords a striking proof of this. 

And conversely, only in the period of the revolution, when the social 

foundations and the walls of the class society are shaken and subjected to a 
constant process of disarrangement, any political class action of the prole­

tariat can arouse from their passive condition in a few hours whole sections 

of the working class who have hitherto remained unaffected, and this is 

immediately and naturally expressed in a stormy economic struggle. The 

worker, suddenly aroused to activity by the electric shock of political action, 

immediately seizes the weapon lying nearest his hand for the fight against his 

condition of economic slavery: the stormy gesture of the political struggle 

causes him to feel with unexpected intensity the weight and the pressure of 
his economic chains. And while, for example, the most violent political 

struggle in Germany-the electoral struggle or the Parliamentary struggle on 

the customs tariff-exercised a scarcely perceptible direct influence upon 

the course and the intensity of the wage struggles being conducted at the 

same time in Germany, every political action of the proletariat in Russia 

immediately expresses itself in the extension of the area and the deepening 

of the intensity of the economic struggle. 
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The revolution thus first creates the social conditions in which this sud­

den change of the economic struggle into the political and of the political 

struggle into the economic is possible, a change which finds its expression in 

the mass strike. And if the vulgar scheme sees the connection between mass 

strike and revolution only in bloody street encounters with which the mass 

strikes conclude, a somewhat deeper look into the Russian events shows an 

exactly opposite connection: in reality the mass strike does not produce the 

revolution, but the revolution produces the mass strike. 

4) It is sufficient, in order to comprehend the foregoing, to obtain an expla­

nation of the question of the conscious direction and initiative in the mass 

strike. If the mass strike is not an isolated act but a whole period of the class 

struggle, and if this period is identical with a period of revolution, it is clear that 

the mass strike cannot be called at will, even when the decision to do so may 

come from the highest committee of the strongest Social Democratic party. As 

long as the Social Democracy has not the power to stage and countermand rev­

olutions according to its fancy, even the greatest enthusiasm and impatience of 

the Social Democratic troops will not suffice to call into being a real period of 

mass strike as a living, powerful movement of the people. On the basis of a deci­

sion of the party leadership and of party discipline a single short demonstration 
may well be arranged similar to the Swedish mass strike, or to the latest Austri­

an strike, or even to the Hamburg mass strike of January i7. These demonstra­

tions, however, differ from an actual period of revolutionary mass strikes in 

exactly the same way that the well-known demonstrations in foreign ports dur­

ing a period of strained diplomatic relations differ from a naval war. A mass 

strike born of pure discipline and enthusiasm will, at best, merely play the role 

of an episode, of a symptom of the fighting mood of the working class upon 

which, however, the conditions of a peaceful period are reflected. Of course, 

even during the revolution mass strikes do not exactly fall from heaven. They 

must he brought about in some way or another by the workers. The resolution 

and determination of the workers also play a part and indeed the initiative and 

the wider direction. naturally fall to the share of the organized and most enlight­

ened kernel of the proletariat. But the scope of this initiative and this direction, 

for the most part, is confined to application to individual acts, to individual 
strikes, when the revolutionary period is already begun, and indeed, in most 

cases, is confined within the boundaries of a single town. Thus, for example, we 

have seen that the Social Democrats have already on several occasions success­

fully issued a direct summons for a mass strike in Baku, in Warsaw, in Lodz and 

in Petersburg. But this succeeds much less frequently when applied to general 
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movements of the whole proletariat. Further, there are quite definite limits set to 

initiative and conscious direction. During the revolution it is extremely difficult 

for any directing organ of the proletarian movement to foresee and to calculate 

which occasions and factors can lead to explosions and which cannot. Here 

also initiative and direction do not consist in issuing commands according to 

one's inclinations, but in the most adroit adaptability to the given situation, and 

the closest possible contact with the mood of the masses. The element of spon­

taneity, as we have seen, plays a great part in all Russian mass strikes without 

exception, be it as a driving force or as a restraining influence. This does not 

occur in Russia, however, because Social Democracy is still young or weak, but 

because in every individual act of the struggle so very many important econom­

ic, political and social, general and local, material and psychical, factors react 

upon one another in such a way that no single act can be arranged and resolved 
as ifit were a mathematical problem. The revolution, even when the proletariat 

with the Social Democrats at their head appear in the leading role, is not a 

maneuver of the proletariat in the open field, but a fight in the midst of the 

incessant crashing, displacing, and crumbling of the social foundation. In 

short, in the mass strikes in Russia the element of spontaneity plays such a pre­

dominant part, not because the Russian proletariat are "uneducated," but 

because revolutions do not allow anyone to play the schoolmaster with them. 

On the other hand, we see in Russia that the same revolution which ren­
dered the Social Democrats' command of the mass strike so difficult, and 

which struck the conductor's baton from, or pressed it into, their hand at all 

times in such a comical fashion-we see that it resolved of itself all those 

difficulties of the mass strike which, in the theoretical scheme of German dis­

cussion, are regarded as the chief concern of the "directing body": the ques­

tion of "provisioning," "discovery of cost," and "sacrifice." It goes without 

saying that it does not resolve them in the way that they would be resolved in a 

quiet, confidential discussion between the higher directing committees of the 

labor movement, the members sitting pencil in hand. The "regulation" of all 
these questions consists in the circumstance that the revolution brings such 

an enormous mass of people upon the stage that any computation or regula­

tion of the cost of the movement such as can be effected in a civil process, 

appears to be an altogether hopeless undertaking. The leading organizations 

in Russia certainly attempt to support the direct victims to the best of their 

ability. Thus, for example, the brave victims of the gigantic lockout in St. 

Petersburg, which followed upon the eight-hour day campaign, were support­

ed for weeks. But all these measures are, in the enormous balance of the revo-
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lution, but as a drop in the ocean. At the moment that a real, earnest period of 

mass strikes begins, all these "calculations" of "cost" become merely projects 

for exhausting the ocean with a tumbler. And it is a veritable ocean of frightful 

privations and sufferings which is brought by every revolution to the proletar­

ian masses. And the solution which a revolutionary period makes of this 

apparently invincible difficulty consists in the circumstance that such an 

immense volume of mass idealism is simultaneously released that the masses 

are insensible to the bitterest sufferings. With the psychology of a trade union­

ist who will not stay off his work on May Day unless he is assured in advance 

of a definite amount of support in the event of his being victimized, neither 

revolution nor mass strike can be made. But in the storm of the revolutionary 

period even the proletarian is transformed from a provident paterfamilias 

demanding support into a "revolutionary romanticist," for whom even the 

highest good, life itself, to say nothing of material well-being, possesses but lit­

tle in comparison with the ideals of the struggle. 

If, however, the direction of the mass strike in the sense of command over 

its origin, and in the sense of the calculating and reckoning of the cost, is a 

matter of the revolutionary period itself, the directing of the mass strike 

becomes, in an altogether different sense, the duty of Social Democracy and 
its leading organs. Instead of puzzling their heads with the technical side, 

with the mechanism of the mass strike, the Social Democrats are called upon 

to assume political leadership in the midst of the revolutionary period. 

To give the cue for and the direction to the fight; to so regulate the tactics 

of the political struggle in its every phase and at its every moment that the 

entire sum of the available power of the proletariat which is already released 

and active will find expression in the battle array of the party; to see that the 
tactics of the Social Democrats are decided according to their resoluteness 

and acuteness, and that they never fall below the level demanded by the actu­

al relations of forces, but rather rise above it-that is the most important task 

of the directing body in a period of mass strikes. And this direction changes 

of itself, to a certain extent, into technical direction. Consistent, resolute, pro­

gressive tactics on the part of the Social Democrats produces in the masses a 

feeling of security, self-confidence and desire for struggle; vacillating weak 

tactics, based on an underestimation of the proletariat, has a crippling and 

confusing effect upon the masses. In the first case mass strikes break out "of 

themselves" and "opportunely"; in the second case they remain ineffective 

amid direct summonses of the directing body to mass strikes. And of both 

the Russian revolution affords striking examples. 
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and the Resolution on the general strike at the Jena Congress 1 was the first 

important result which our Party drew from the struggle of the Russian pro­

letariat. It is true that thus far this decision has had no practical application, 

and it will hardly become a reality in the near future. Nevertheless, its princi­

pal significance is beyond doubt. 

Up until 1905 a very negative attitude to the general strike prevailed in the 

ranks of the German Social-Democratic Party; it was thought to be a purely 

anarchistic, which meant reactionary slogan, a harmful utopia. But as soon as 

the German proletariat saw in the general strike of the Russian proletariat a 

new form of struggle, not in opposition to the political struggle, but as a 

weapon in that struggle, not as a miraculous remedy to achieve a sudden leap 

to a socialist order, but rather as a weapon of class struggle for the winning of 

the most elementary freedoms from the modern class state, it hastened fun­

damentally to change its attitude to the general strike, acknowledging its pos­

sible application in Germany under certain conditions. 

Comrades! I consider it necessary to turn your attention to the fact-to 

the great honor of the German proletariat-that it did change its attitude to 

the general strike, not at all influenced by the marks of any formal successes 
of this method of struggle, which impressed even bourgeois politicians. The 

Resolution at the Jena Congress was passed more than a month before the 

first, and, at the time, only great victory of the revolution, before the memo­

rable October Days that wrested from absolutism the first constitutional con­

cessions in the form of the October 17th Manifesto.2 Still, Russia suffered 

only defeat, and already the German proletariat, with true class instinct, felt 

that in these outward defeats lies hidden a never-before-seen proletarian 

strength, a genuine ground for future victories. The fact remains that the 
German proletariat, before the Russian proletariat achieved any formal victo­

ries, hurried to pay tribute to this experience. They incorporated this new 

tactical slogan into earlier forms of their struggles, aimed not at parliamentary 

action, but at involvement of the broadest proletarian masses. 

Further events in Russia-the October and November days and especial­

ly the high point the revolutionary storm reached in Russia, the December 

crisis in Moscow3-were reflected in Germany in a great awakening of spirit 
in Social-Democratic ranks. In December and January-after the massive 

demonstrations in Austria for general electoral rights-there began in Ger­

many a new spirited debate on the question of whether it wasn't time to apply 

some form of a general strike in connection with the electoral struggle in 

Prussia, in Saxony, and in Hamburg. The question was decided negatively: 
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the idea of artificially creating a mass movement was rejected. However, on 

January 17, 1906, it was tested for the first time with a brilliantly executed 

half-day general work stoppage in Hamburg. This further enhanced the dar­

ing and consciousness-of-power of the working masses in the major center of 

the German Social-Democracy. 

At first glance, last year, 1906, appears one of defeat for the Russian Revolu­

tion. In Germany, too, it ended with an apparent defeat of the German Social­

Democracy. You are acquainted with the fact that in the first democratic general 

elections in January (January 25), the German Social-Democracy lost nearly 

half of their delegates. But this electoral defeat comes at the very time when it is 

in closest connection to the Russian Revolution. For those who understand the 

interdependence of the position of the Party in the last election, there was no 

doubt that the Russian Revolution was for it the most important point, the 

determining factor in the results of the electoral campaign. There is no doubt 

that the stamp of the events in Russia, and the fear with which this filled the 

bourgeois classes in Germany, was one of the factors that united and rallied all 

layers of bourgeois society and the bourgeois parties, with the exception of the 

Center, under one reactionary slogan: Down with the class representatives of 

the class-conscious German proletariat, down with Social-Democracy! Never 

before was Lassalle's formulation that the bourgeoisie was "one reactionary 

mass" realized in so palpable a manner as in this election. But for that reason the 

result of the election compelled the German proletariat to turn, with redoubled 

attention, to the revolutionary struggle of their Russian brothers. 

If one could, in a few words, sum up the political and historical results of 

the last elections to the Reichstag, then it would be necessary to say that, after 

January 25 and February 5, 1907, Germany showed itself to be the only mod­
ern country in which not a trace of bourgeois liberalism and bourgeois 

democracy remained in the strict sense of the word. Bourgeois liberalism and 

democracy definitively and irrevocably took their stand on the side of reac­

tion in the struggle against the revolutionary proletariat. It is, precisely, the 
treason of liberalism, above all, which delivered us directly into the hands of 

Junker reaction in the last elections. And, although presently the liberals in 

the Reichstag increased their representation, they nevertheless are nothing 

but the liberal cover-up for the pathetic toadies of reaction. 

A question arose in our ranks in relation to this situation which, to an 

ever-greater degree, concerns you, our Russian comrades. To the extent to 

which I am aware, one of the circumstances which is playing a fundamental 

role in the determination of tactics of the Russian comrades is the view that 
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Under the impact of the elections of January 25, it has become clear to 

ever broader layers of the German proletariat that, in view of the disintegra­

tion ofliberalism, it is necessary for the proletariat to free itself of all illusions 

and hopes of any help from liberalism in the struggle against reaction, and at 

the present time more than at any other time, to count only on itself in the 
struggle for its class interests as well as in the struggle against reactionary 

attacks upon the democratic development. In the light of these electoral 

defeats, a greater clarity than even before was achieved regarding class antag­

onisms. The internal development of Germany has reached a point of matu­

rity that the most optimistic could not have dreamed before. Marx's analysis 

of the development of bourgeois society had, once again, reached its highest 
and most brilliant confirmation. But along with this it is clear to all that this 

development, this sharpening of class contradictions, not just sooner or later, 
but inevitably, would lead to the period of the stormiest political struggle also 

in Germany. And, in connection with this, questions of different forms and 
phases of the class struggle are followed by us with very special interest. 

For that reason, the German workers presently fix their gaze with redoubled 

attention on the struggle of their Russian brothers as the more advanced 

fighters, the vanguard of the international working class. From my experience 
in the electoral campaign, I can testify that in all electoral meetings-and I had 
the opportunity to appear in meetings of two to three thousand people-the 

workers resounded in a single voice: "Tell us about the Russian Revolution!" 

And in this is reflected not only their sympathy flowing from instinctive class 
solidarity with their struggling brothers. It also reflects their recognition that 
the interests of the Russian Revolution are indeed their cause as well. What the 

German proletariat expects most from the Russian is the deepening and 

enrichment of proletarian tactics, the application of the principles of class 
struggle under new historic conditions. Indeed, that Social-Democracy tactic 

which is being applied in the present time by the proletarian class in Germany 
and to which we owe our victories is primarily adapted to parliamentary strug­
gles, a struggle within the framework ofbourgeois parliamentarism. 

The Russian Social-Democracy is the first to whom has fallen the difficult 

but honorable task of applying the principles of Marx's teaching not in a 
period of quiet parliamentary course in the life of the state, but in a stormy 
revolutionary period. The only experience that scientific socialism had pre­
viously in practical politics during a revolutionary period was the activity of 

Marx himself in the 1848 revolution. The course itself of the 1848 revolution, 

however, cannot be a model for the present revolution in Russia. From it we 
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demanded the most energetic dictatorship. Marx very clearly understood the 

total impotence of the German "Duma," the Frankfurt National Assembly.6 

But he saw this, not as a mitigating circumstance, but the contrary. He showed 

that the only way out of the impotent situation was through winning actual 

power in open battle against the old power, and in this, depending on the rev­

olutionary national masses. 

But, comrades, how did the politics of Marx end? The following year 

Marx had to abandon this position of extreme bourgeois democracy-a posi­

tion completely isolated and hopeless-and go over to pure class-struggle 

politics. In the autumn of 1849, Marx with his co-thinkers left the bourgeois 

democratic union and decided to establish an independent organization of 

the proletariat. They also wished to participate in a projected all-German 

workers' congress, an idea which emerged from the ranks of the proletariat of 

East Prussia. But when Marx wanted to change the course of his politics, the 

revolution was living out its last days and before he succeeded in carrying out 

the new, pure proletarian tactics, the NRZ became the first victim of tri­

umphant reaction. 

Clearly comrades, you in Russia at the present time have to begin, not 

where Marx began, but where Marx ended in 1849, with a clearly expressed, 

independent proletarian class policy. Presently the Russian proletariat finds 

itself, not in the position of the embryonic state that characterized the German 

proletariat in 1848, but representing a cohesive and conscious political prole­

tarian force. The Russian workers need not feel themselves isolated, but rather 

part of the all-world international army of the proletariat. They cannot forget 

that the present revolutionary struggle is not an isolated skirmish, but one of 

the greatest battles in the entire course of the international class struggle. 

It is clear that in Germany, sooner or later, in accordance with the maturing 

class relations, the proletarian struggle will inescapably flow out into mass col­

lisions with the ruling classes, and the German proletariat will need to utilize 

the experience, not of the 1848 bourgeois revolution, but of the Russian prole­

tariat in the current revolution. Therefore, comrades, you are carrying respon­

sibility to the whole international proletariat. And the Russian proletariat will 

attain its height in this task only if, in the range of the tactics in its own strug­

gles, it shows the decisiveness, the clear consciousness of its goal, and that it 

has learned the results of the international development in its entirety, has 

achieved the degree of maturity that the whole capitalistic society has reached. 

The Russian proletariat, in its actions, must show that between i848 and 

i907, in the more than half-century of capitalist development, and from the 
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point of this development taken as a whole, we are not at the beginning but at 

the end of this development. It must show that the Russian Revolution is not 

just the last act in a series of bourgeois revolutions of the nineteenth century, 

but rather the forerunner of a new series of future proletarian revolutions in 

which the conscious proletariat and its vanguard, the Social-Democracy, are 

destined for the historic role ofleader. The German worker expects from you 

not only victory over absolutism, not only a new foothold for the liberation 

movement in Europe, but also the widening and deepening of the perspec­

tives of the proletarian tactic: he wishes to learn from you how to step into 

this period of open revolutionary struggle. 

However, in order to carry out this role, it is necessary for the Russian 

Social-Democracy to learn one important condition. This condition is the 

unity of the Party, not just a formal, purely mechanical unity, but an inner 

cohesion, an inner strength which genuinely will result from clear, correct 

tactics corresponding to this inner unity of the class struggle of the prole­

tariat. The extent to which the German Social-Democracy counts on the 

unity of the Russian Party you can see from the letter which the Central 

Committee of the German Social-Democracy has authorized me to deliver 

to you. At the start of my talk I delivered the fraternal greetings which the 

Central Committee sent to all the representatives of the Social-Democracy. 

The rest of this letter reads: 

The German Social-Democracy has fervently followed the struggle of the Russian 

brothers against absolutism and against plutocracy striving to share power with it. 

The victory which you have achieved in the elections to the Duma, despite 

the rigged electoral system, has delighted us. It showed that, no matter what the 

obstacles, the spontaneous triumphant force of socialism is irresistible. 

As the bourgeoisie tries everywhere, so the Russian bourgeoisie is attempt­

ing, to conclude peace with its rulers. It wants to stop the victorious forward 

march of the Russian proletariat. It tries also in Russia to steal the fruit of the pro­

letariat's unyielding struggle. Therefore the role ofleader in the liberation move­

ment falls to the Russian Social-Democracy. 

The necessary condition for carrying out this emancipation struggle is unity 

and cohesion of the Russian Social-Democratic Party. What we expect to hear 

from the representatives of our Russian brothers is that the deliberations and 

decisions of their Congress have fulfilled our expectations and wishes for the real­

ization of the unity and cohesion of the Russian Social-Democracy. 

In this spirit we are sending our fraternal greetings to your Congress. 



8-Theory and Practice 

ED ITO RS' NOTE: Published inNeue Zeit in 1910, "Theory and Practice" marks 

Luxemburg's open break from Karl Kautsky, the leading theoretician of the Sec­

ond International. Early in 1910 Kautsky refused to publish an essay on the mass 

strike by Luxemburg (entitled "What Next?") on the grounds that its call for a 

republic did not accord with the SPD program. After a bitter exchange of letters 

between them, Kautsky defended his position in "A New Strategy" (Neue Zeit, 

June 12-24, 1910), in which he argued that the SPD should follow a "strategy of 

attrition" rather than risk a frontal assault on the government. Luxemburg's retort 

to Kautsky, of which the first four sections are published here, demonstrates her 

projection of a new relation of spontaneity and organization in the face of growing 

opposition from SPD leaders. Her dispute with Kautsky in 1910 foreshadowed 

the crisis which openly tore apart the Second International at the start of World 

War I. The translation is by David Wolff. 

I 

The first question which the interest of party circles demands in our present 

dispute is this: whether discussion of the mass strike was obstructed in the 

party press, namely in Vorwarts and the Neue Zeit. Comrade Kautsky denies 

this, asserting that it would "naturally never have occurred to him to wish to 

'forbid' discussion of the mass strike."1 Comrade Kautsky wishes to misun­

derstand me. We are obviously not concerned with a veto of Comrade Kaut­

sky's-a single editor cannot "forbid" anything-but with a veto by the "high 

command" of his original acceptance of my article, which was obeyed by 

Comrade Kautsky in his sphere of influence, the Neue Zeit. 
As for the other question-propaganda for a republic-here Comrade 

Kautsky also denies that he obstructed me. "That would never have occurred 

to him." All that was involved was one passage about a republic in my mass 

strike article, "whose wording seemed inexpedient" to the editors of the Neue 
Zeit. I myself then had my article published in the Dortmund Arbeiter­

Zeitung.2 "But in vain will one search this article for that passage about a 

208 
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republic." Comrade Kautsky has "not noticed" that I had published this pas­

sage somewhere else. "The cowardly veiling of principles with which Com­

rade Luxemburg reproaches us," he concludes, "is therefore reduced to this: 

that we objected to one passage in her article, which she herself has voluntar­

ily dropped since then. Such strategy is no piece of heroism, Octavia!" 

In this representation of the facts, which places me in such a ridiculous 

light, Comrade Kautsky has fallen victim to singular errors. In reality it was 

not at all a question of "one passage" and the possible danger of its "word­

ing": it was a question of the content, of the slogan of a republic and the agita­
tion for it-and Comrade Kautsky must excuse me, in the precarious 

position in which his presentation of the case has left me, ifl call upon him as 
chief witness and rescuer in my greatest need. Comrade Kautsky wrote me 
this after he received my mass strike article: 

Your article is very beautiful and very important, I am not in agreement with 

everything and reserve the right to polemicize against it. Today I don't have time 

to do so in writing. Enough, I gladly accept the article if you delete pages 29 to the 

end. Under no circumstances could I print this. Even your point of departure is 

false. There is not one word in our program about a republic. Not out of over­

sight, not because of editorial caprice, but on well-considered grounds. Likewise 

the Gotha Program said nothing of a republic, and Marx, as much as he con­

demned this program, acknowledged in his letter that it wouldn't do to openly 

demand a republic (Neue Zeit, IX, 1, P. 573) . .3 Engels spoke on the same matter 

regarding the Erfurt Program (Neue Zeit, XX, 1, p. 11).4 

I don't have time to set forth to you the grounds which Marx and Engels, 

Bebel5 and Liebknecht6 acknowledged to be sound. Enough, that what you want 

is an entirely new agitation which until now has always been rejected. This new 

agitation, however, is the sort we have no business discussing so openly. With 

your article you want to proclaim on your own hook, as a single individual, an 

entirely new agitation which the party has always rejected. We cannot and will not 

proceed in this manner. A single personality, however high she may stand, cannot 

pull off a fait accompli on her own hook which can have unforeseeable conse­

quences for the party. 

It goes on in the same vein for about another two pages. 
The "entirely new agitation," which could have "unforeseeable conse­

quences" for the party, had the following wording: 
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Universal, equal, direct suffrage for all adults, without distinction of sex, is the 

immediate goal which ensures us the enthusiastic agreement of the broadest strata 

at the present moment. But this goal is not the only one which we must now preach. 

As long as we answer the infamous electoral reform bungling of the government 

and the bourgeois parties by proclaiming the slogan of a truly democratic electoral 

system, we still find ourselves-taking the political situation as a whole-on the 

defensive. In accord with the good old principle of every real battle tactic, that a 

powerful blow is the best defense, we must answer the ever more insolent provoca­

tions of the reigning reaction by turning the tables in our agitation and going over to 

a sharp attack all along the line. This can be done in the most visible, clear, and so to 

speak lapidary form if our agitation clearly champions the following demand, 

which the first point of our political program leads to: the demand for a republic. 

Up till now the watchword republic has played a limited role in our agitation. 

There were good reasons for this: our party wished to save the German working 

class from those bourgeois, or rather petty bourgeois republican illusions which 

were (for example) so disastrous in the history of French socialism, and still are 

today. From the beginning, the proletarian struggle in Germany was consistently 

and resolutely directed not against this or that form and excrescence of class soci­

ety in particular, but against class society as such; instead of splintering into anti­

militarism, anti-monarchism, and other petty bourgeois "isms," it constantly built 

itself as anticapitalism, mortal enemy of the existing order in all its excrescences 

and forms, whether under the cloak of monarchy or republic. And through forty 

years' radical labor of enlightenment, we have succeeded in making this convic­

tion the enduring possession of the awakened German proletariat: that the best 

bourgeois republic is no less a class state and bulwark of capitalist exploitation 

than the present monarchy, and that only the abolition of the wage system and 

class rule in every form, and not the outward show of"popular sovereignty" in a 

bourgeois republic, can materially alter the condition of the proletariat. 

Well then, it is just because the forty-year labor of Social Democracy has been 

such a fundamental prophylaxis against the dangers of republican petty bour­

geois illusions in Germany that today we can calmly make a place in our agitation 

for the foremost principle of our political program, a place that is its due by right. 

By pushing forward the republican character of Social Democracy we win, above 

all, one more opportunity to illustrate in a palpable, popular fashion our princi­

pled opposition as a class party of the proletariat to the united camp of all bour­

geois parties. For the frightening downfall of bourgeois liberalism in Germany is 

revealed most drastically in its Byzantine genuflection to the monarchy, in which 

liberal burgerdom runs only a nose behind conservative junkerdom. 
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But this is not enough. The general state of Germany's domestic and foreign 

politics in recent years points to the monarchy as the center, or at least the out­

ward, visible head of the reigning reaction. The semi-absolute monarchy with its 

personal authority has formed for a quarter century, and with every year more so, 

the stronghold of militarism, the driving force of battleship diplomacy, the leading 

spirit of geopolitical adventure, just as it has been the shield of Junkerdom in 

Prussia and the bulwark of the ascendancy of Prussia's political backwardness in 

the entire Reich: it is finally, so to speak, the personal sworn foe of the working 

class and Social Democracy. 

In Germany, the slogan of a republic is thus infinitely more than the expression 

of a beautiful dream of democratic "peoples' government," or political doctri­

nairism floating in the clouds: it is a practical war cry against militarism, navalism, 

colonialism, geopolitics, Junker rule, the Prussianization of Germany; it is only a 

consequence and drastic summation of our daily battle against all individual man­

ifestations of the reigning reaction. In particular, the most recent events point 

straight in the same direction: Junkerdom's threats in the Reichstag of an abso­

lutist coup d'etat and the Reich Chancellor's insolent attacks on Reichstag voting 

rights in the Prussian Landtag, as well as the redemption of the "royal pledge" on 

the question of Prussian suffrage through the Bethmann reform bill. 

211 

With a clear conscience I can here set forth this "entirely new agitation,'' as it 

has already appeared in print without causing the party the slightest injury in 

body and soul. Although I had agreed (with a sigh, to be sure, but with resig­

nation) to delete the section on the republic, Comrade Kautsky finally 
returned the whole mass strike article to me. Without altering a word I pub­

lished the interdicted pages "29 to the end," furnished with an introduction 

and conclusion, as a self-sufficient article in the Breslau Volkswacht of March 
25 under the title "A Time for Sowing": whereupon it was reprinted by a 

string of party papers-to my recollection in Dortmund, Bremen, Halle, 
Elberfeld, Konigsberg, and in Thuringian papers. That is certainly no piece 

of heroism on my part: it's just my tough luck that Comrade Kautsky's read­

ing of the party press at that time was as desultory as his consideration of the 

party's position regarding the slogan of a republic. If he had, let us say, more 
maturely considered the subject, he could not possibly have mobilized Marx 
and Engels against me on the question of a republic. Engels' article to which 
Kautsky refers is the critique of the party leadership's draft of the Erfurt Pro­

gram of i891. Here Engels says in Section II," Political Demands": 
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The draft's political demands have one great flaw. What actually should have 

been said is not there. If all these ten demands were conceded we would indeed 

have diverse further means to carry the main political point, hut in no way the 

main point itself. 

Engels substantiates the urgent need to clarify this "main point" of Social 

Democracy's political demands with an allusion to the "opportunism preva­

lent in a great part of the Social Democratic press." Then he continues: 

What then are these ticklish, hut very essential points? 

First. If anything is certain, it is this: that our party and the working class can 

only come to power under the form of a democratic republic. This is even the 

specific form for the dictatorship of the proletariat, as the great French Revolu­

tion has already shown. It is surely unthinkable that our best people should, like 

Miquel, become ministers under a Kaiser. At present it seems that legally, it won't 

do to set a demand for a republic directly in the program-although this was 

admissible even under Louis Philippe in France,just as it now is in Italy. But the 

fact that one cannot even draw up an openly republican party program in Ger­

many proves how colossal the illusion is, that we can genially, peacefully install a 

republic there-and not only a republic, but communist society. 

In any case, for the time being we can sidestep the question of a republic. But 

in my opinion, what should and can be included is the demand for concentration 

of all political power in the hands of the people's representatives. And for the pres­

ent that would be sufficient, if one can go no further. 

Second. The reconstitution of Germany .... 

So, then, a unified republic .... 

On all these subjects, not much can he said in the program. I call this to your 

attention chiefly to characterize both the situation in Germany, where it will not 

do to say such things, and the self-delusion that would transform this situation 

into a communist society by legal means. And further, to remind the party execu­

tive that there are still more weighty political questions besides direct legislation 

by the people and the free administration of justice before we reach the end. With 

the universal instability, any of these questions could catch fire overnight: and 

what then, if we have never discussed, never come to an understanding on them? 

We see that Engels perceives "one great flaw" in the party program: that it 

does not include the demand for a republic, solely on the basis of categorical 

representations from Germany that, for political reasons, such things were 
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out of the question. With visible discomfort and various misgivings, he 

decides to bite the sour apple and "in any case" to "sidestep" the demand for 

a republic. But what he unqualifiedly declares to be essential is discussion of 
the slogan of a republic in the party press: 

You there can judge better than I can here, whether it is possible to further formu­

late the above-mentioned points as program demands. But it would be desirable 

that these questions be debated within the party before it is too late. 7 

This "political testament" of Friedrich Engels was, let us say, peculiarly inter­

preted by Comrade Kautsky when he banned discussion of the necessity of 
agitation for a republic from the Neue Zeit as an "entirely new agitation" 

which allegedly "until now has always been rejected by the party." 

As for Marx, in his critique of the Gotha Program he went so far as to 
declare that if it were not possible to openly advance a republic as the pro­

gram's foremost political demand, then all the demands for democratic details 

should have been omitted as well. He wrote, regarding the Gotha Program: 

Its political demands include nothing beyond the old, well-known democratic 

litany: universal suffrage, direct legislation, human rights, a people's militia, etc ... 

But one thing has been forgotten. Since the German workers' party expressly 

declares that it acts within "the present nation state," and hence its own state, the 

Prusso-German Empire ... , it should not have forgotten the main point: that all 

these pretty little things rest on recognition of the so-called "popular sovereign­

ty," that they are therefore only appropriate to a democratic republic. Since you do 

not feel yourselves in the position-and wisely, for the circumstances demand 

caution [not a bene, Marx wrote this thirty-five years ago in the era of 

Tessendorf,8under the advancing shadow of the oncoming Anti-Socialist Law9-

R.L.]-to demand a democratic republic as the French workers' programs did 

under Louis Philippe and Louis Napoleon, you should not have tried to hide 

behind the ... dodge [the dots are substituted for a boisterous adjective of 

Marx's-R.L.] of demanding things which only make sense in a democratic 

republic, from a state which is nothing but a military despotism embellished with 

parliamentary forms, alloyed with a feudal admixture, obviously influenced by the 

bourgeoisie, shored up with a bureaucracy, and watched over by the police. 

Even vulgar democracy which sees the millennium in the democratic republic 

and has no suspicion, that it is in just this last state form of bourgeois society that 

the class struggle will be fought out to the end-even it towers mountain-high 
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over this sort of democratism within the limits of the police-permitted and the 

logically impermissible.10 

Thus, Marx too spoke an entirely different language in puncto republic. Short­

ly before and after the Anti-Socialist law was in effect, Marx, like Engels, 

allowed-on the strength of assurances from Germany-that perhaps it would­

n't do, to formally advance the demand for a republic in the program. But that 

today, a quarter century later, this demand in the agitation (and that is all we are 

concerned with here) should pass for something "entirely new" and unheard 

of-that is surely something which neither of them could have dreamed. 

To be sure, Comrade Kautsky points out that he has already propagan­

dized for a republic in Neue Zeit, in a manner "totally different" from that in 

which I, in my harmless way, do so now. He must know more about it than I: 

in this case my memory seems to fail me. But is more conclusive proof 
required than the most recent events, that in this matter the essential thing, the 
follow-up in practice, was not done? The increase of the Prussian civil list11 

offered once again the most splendid opportunity imaginable, and at the same 

time laid the undeniable duty on the party to sound the slogan of a republic 

loud and clear, and to look to its propaganda. The insolent challenge of this 
government bill, following the ignominious end of the suffrage bill, should 

have been unconditionally answered by unfolding the political function of the 

monarchy and its personal authority in Prusso-Germany; by emphasizing its 
connection with militarism, navalism, and the social-political stasis; by recall­

ing the famous "discourses" and "remarks" on the "rabble of the people" and 

the "compote dish"; by recalling the "penitentiary bill";12 by revealing the 
monarchy as the visible expression of the entire imperial German reaction. 

The pathetic unanimity of all bourgeois parties in their Byzantine han­

dling of the bill drastically shows once again, that in today's Germany the slo­

gan of a republic has become the shibboleth of class division, the watchword 
of class struggle. Of all this, nothing in the Neue Zeit or in Vorwarts. The 
increase of the civil list is not approached from the political side; it is treated 

chiefly as a fiscal question, as a question of the Hohenzollern family income, 

and this is dilated upon with more or less wit. But not one syllable in our two 
leading organs has championed the slogan of a republic. 

Comrade Kautsky is a more qualified Marxian scholar than I: he should 

know better, what pointed adjective Marx would have applied to this 
"dodge" and this sort of republicanism "within the limits of the police-per­
mitted and logically impermissible." 



THEORY ANO PRACTICE 215 

Thus Comrade Kautsky is in error when he says I "bewail myself" of 

being "badly handled" by the editors of the Neue Zeit. I find only that Com­

rade Kautsky has handled himself badly. 

II 

And now to the mass strike. To explain his unexpected stand against the slo­

gan of the mass strike in the latest Prussian voting rights campaign, Comrade 

Kautsky created a whole theory of two strategies: the "strategy of overthrow" 

and the "strategy of attrition." Now Comrade Kautsky goes a step farther, and 

constructs ad hoc yet another whole new theory of the conditions for politi­

cal mass strikes in Russia and in Germany. 

He begins with general reflections on the deceptiveness of historical exam­

ples, and how plausibly one can, with insufficient caution, find appropriate 

justification in history for all strategies, methods, aims, institutions, and earth­

ly things in general. These observations, of a harmless nature in their initial 

breadth and generality, soon show their less than harmless tendency and pur­

pose in this formulation: that it is "especially dangerous to appeal to revolu­

tionary examples." These warnings, in spirit somewhat reminiscent of 

Comrade Frohme's13 fatherly admonitions, are directed specifically against 

the Russian Revolution [of i905]. Thereupon follows a theory intended to 

show and prove the total antithesis of Russia and Germany: Russia, where 

conditions for the mass strike exist and Germany, where they do not. 

In Russia we have the weakest government in the world, in Germany the 

strongest; in Russia an unsuccessful war with a small Asian land, in Germany 

the "glory of almost a century of continuous victories over the strongest great 

powers in the world." In Russia we have economic backwardness and a peas­

antry which, until i905, believed in the Tsar like a god; in Germany we have 

the highest economic development, and with it the concentrated might of the 

cartels which suppresses the working masses through the most ruthless ter­

rorism. In Russia we have the total absence of political freedom; in Germany 

we have political freedom which provides the workers various "safe" forms 

for their protest and struggle, and hence they "are totally preoccupied with 

organizations, meetings, the press, and elections of all sorts." And the result 

of these contrasts is this: in Russia the strike was the only possible form of 

proletarian struggle, and therefore the strike was in itself a victory, even 

though it was planless and ineffectual-and further, because strikes were for­

bidden, every strike was in itself a political act. On the other hand, in Western 
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Europe-here the German schema is extended to all of Western Europe­

such "amorphous, primitive strikes" have long been outmoded: here one 

only strikes when a positive result can be expected. 

The moral of all this is that the long revolutionary period of mass strikes, in 

which economic and political action, demonstration and fighting strikes con­

tinuously alternate and are transformed one into the other, is a specific prod­

uct of Russian backwardness. In Western Europe, and especially in Germany, 

even a demonstration mass strike like the Russian ones would be extremely 

difficult, almost impossible, "not in spite, but because of the half-century old 

socialist movement." As a means of struggle, the political mass strike could 

only be employed here in a single, final battle "to the death"-and therefore 

only when the question, for the proletariat, was to conquer or die. 

In passing only, I wish to point out that Comrade Kautsky's depiction of 

the Russian situation is, in the most important points, an almost total reversal 

of the truth. For example, the Russian peasantry did not suddenly begin to 

rebel in 1905. From the so-called emancipation of the serfs in 1861, with a sin­

gle pause between 1885 and 1895, peasant uprisings run like a red thread 

through the internal history of Russia; uprisings against the landowners as well 

as violent resistance to the organs of government. It is this which occasioned 

the Minister of Interior's well-known circular letter of 1898 which placed the 

entire Russian peasantry under martial law. The new and exceptional in 1905 

was simply that, for the first time, the peasant masses' chronic rebellion took 

on political and revolutionary meaning as concomitant and totalization of the 

urban proletariat's goal-conscious, revolutionary class action. 

Even more turned around, if this is possible, is Comrade Kautsky's concep­

tion of the question's main point-the strike and mass strike actions of the 

Russian proletariat. The picture of chaotic, "amorphous, primitive strikes" by 

the Russian workers-who strike out of bewilderment, simply to strike, with­

out goal or plan, without demands and "definite successes"-is a blooming 

fantasy. The Russian strikes of the revolutionary period effected a very 

respectable raise in wages, but above all they succeeded in almost universally 

shortening the working day to ten hours, and in many cases to nine. With the 

most tenacious struggle, they were able to uphold the eight-hour day for many 

weeks in St. Petersburg. They won the right to organize not only for the work­

ers, but for the state's postal and railroad employees as well: and until the coun­

terrevolution gained the upper hand, they defended this right from all attacks. 

They broke the overlordship of the employers, and in many of the larger enter­

prises they created workers' committees to regulate working conditions. They 
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undertook the task of abolishing piecework, household work, night work, fac­

tory penalties, and of forcing strict observance of Sundays off. 

These strikes, from which promising union organizations rapidly sprout­

ed in almost all industries with vigorous life, and with solid leadership, treas­

uries, constitutions, and an imposing union press-these strikes, from which 

as bold a creation as the famous St. Petersburg Council ofWorkers' Delegates 

was born for unified leadership of the entire movement in the giant empire­

these Russian strikes and mass strikes were so far from being "amorphous 

and primitive" that in boldness, strength, class solidarity, tenacity, material 

gains, progressive aims and organizational results, they could safely be set 

alongside any "West European" union movement. Granted, since the revolu­

tion's defeat most of the economic gains, together with the political ones, 

have little by little been lost. But this plainly does not alter the character 

which the strikes had as long as the revolution lasted. 
Not "organized" and hence "planless," these economic, partial, and local 

conflicts continuously, "spontaneously" grew into general political and revo­

lutionary mass strikes-from which, in turn, further local actions sprouted up 
thanks to the revolutionary situation and the potential energy of the masses' 

class solidarity. The course and immediate outcome of such a general politi­
cal-revolutionary action was also not "organized" and elemental-as will 

always be the case in mass movements and stormy times. But if, like Comrade 
Kautsky, one wishes to measure the progressive character of strikes and 
"rational strike leadership" by their immediate successes, the great period of 

strikes in Russia achieved relatively greater economic and social-political 

successes in a few years of revolution than the German union movement has 
in the four decades of its existence. And all this is due to neither a special 
heroism, nor a special genius of the Russian proletariat: it is simply the meas­

ure of a revolutionary period's quickstep, against the leisurely gait of peaceful 

development within the framework of bourgeois parliamentarianism. 

As Comrade Kautsky said in his Social Revolution, 2nd edition, p. 63: 

There remains only one objection which can be, and hence all the more frequent­

ly will be raised to this "revolutionary romanticism": that the situation in Russia 

proves nothing for us in Western Europe because our circumstances are funda­

mentally different. 

Naturally, I am not unaware of the differences in circumstances: but they 

should not, on the other hand, be exaggerated. Our Comrade Luxemburg's latest 

pamphlet clearly demonstrates that the Russian working class has not fallen as 
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low and achieved as little as is generally accepted. Just as the English workers 

must break themselves oflooking down on the German proletariat as a backward 

class, so we in Germany must give up viewing the Russians in the same way. 

And further on: 

As a political factor, the English workers today stand even lower than the workers 

of the economically most backward and politically least free of European states: 

Russia. It is their living revolutionary Reason that gives the Russians their great 

practical strength; and it was their renunciation of revolution and self-limitation 

to immediate interests, their so-called "political realism," that made the English a 

zero in real politics. 14 

But for the present, let us set aside the Russian situation and turn to Com­

rade Kautsky's depiction of the Prusso-German situation. Strange to say, 

here too we learn of marvels. For example, it has been until now the preroga­

tive of East Elbian Junkerdom to live by the ennobling conviction that Prus­

sia possesses "the strongest contemporary government." How Social 

Democracy, on the other hand, should in all seriousness come to acknowl­

edge a government to be "the strongest" which "is nothing but a military des­

potism embellished with parliamentary forms, alloyed with a feudal 

admixture, obviously influenced by the bourgeoisie, shored up with a 

bureaucracy, and watched over by the police"-! find that somewhat hard to 

grasp. That foolish picture of misery, the Bethmann-Hollweg "cabinet": a 

government reactionary to the bone and therefore without a plan or political 

direction, with lackeys and bureaucrats instead of statesmen, with a whimsi­

cal zig-zag course; internally the football of a vulgar Junker clique and the 

insolent intrigues of a courtly rabble; in its foreign policy, the football of a 

personal authority accountable to none; only a few years ago the con­

temptible shoeshine boy of the "weakest government in the world," Russian 

Tsarism; propped up by an army which to an enormous extent consists of 

Social Democrats, with the stupidest drill, the most infamous mistreatment 

of soldiers in the world-this is the "strongest contemporary government"! 

In any case, a unique contribution to the materialist conception of history, 

which until now has not deduced the "strength" of a government from its 

backwardness, hatred of culture, "slavish obedience," and police spirit. 

Besides, Comrade Kautsky has done yet more for this "strongest govern­

ment": he has even wooed her with the "glory of almost a century of contin­

uous victories over the strongest great powers in the world." In the veterans' 
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associations they have lived, until now, solely on the "glorious campaign" of 

1870. To construe his "century" of Prussian glory, Comrade Kautsky has 

apparently added in the Battle of Jena-as well as the Hunn Campaign in 

China led by our Count Waldersee,1Sand Trotha's victory over the Hottentot 

women and children in the Kalahari.16 

But as it says in Comrade Kautsky's beautiful article of December 1906, 

"The State of the Reich," at the end of a long and detailed description: 

Comparing the Reich's shining outward state at its beginning with the present sit­

uation, one must confess that never has a more splendid inheritance of might and 

prestige been more rashly squandered ... , never in its history has the German 

Reich's position in the world been weaker, and never has a German government 

more thoughtlessly and willfully played with fire than at the present time. 17 

Of course, at that time the main thing was to paint the shining electoral vic­

tory that awaited us in the 1907 elections18 and the overwhelming catastro­
phes which, according to Comrade Kautsky, would inevitably follow 

it-with the same inevitability with which he now has them follow the next 
Reichstag election. 

On the other hand, from his depiction of economic and political condi­

tions in Germany and Western Europe, Comrade Kautsky constructs a strike 

policy which-measured against reality-is a downright astonishing fantasy. 
"The worker," Comrade Kautsky assures us, "in Germany-and throughout 
Western Europe as a whole-takes up the strike as a means of struggle only 

when he has the prospect of attaining definite successes with it. If these suc­

cesses fail to appear, the strike has failed its purpose." With this discovery, 
Comrade Kautsky has pronounced a harsh judgment on the practice of Ger­
man and "West European" unions. For what do the strike statistics in Ger­

many show us? Of the 19, 766 strikes and lockouts we have had, in all, from 

1890 to 1908, an entire quarter (25.2 percent) were wholly unsuccessful; 

almost another quarter (22.5 percent) were only partly successful; and less 
than half (49.5 percent) were totally successful.19 

These statistics just as crassly contradict the theory of Comrade Kautsky 
that because of the effective development of the workers' organizations as 
well as the cartels, "the struggles between these organizations likewise grow 

ever more centralized and concentrated" and on this account "ever more 

infrequent." In the decade 1890 through 1899, we had a total of 3, 722 strikes 
and lockouts in Germany; in the nine years 1900 through 1908, the time of 
greatest growth for both cartels and unions, we had 15,994. So little are 
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strikes growing "ever more infrequent" that they have rather grown four 

times as numerous in the last decade. And while in the previous decade 

425,142 workers took part in strikes, in the last nine years 1,709,415 did: once 

again four times as many, and thus on the average approximately the same 

number per strike. 

According to the schema of Comrade Kautsky, one quarter to one half of 

all these union struggles in Germany have "failed their purpose." But every 

union agitator knows very well that "definite successes" in the form of mate­

rial gains absolutely are not and cannot be the sole purpose, the sole deter­

mining aspect in economic struggles. Instead, union organizations "in 

Western Europe" are forced step by step into a position which compels them 

to take up the struggle with limited prospects of "definite successes": as 

specifically shown by the statistics of purely defensive strikes, of which a 
whole 32.5 percent turned out completely unsuccessful. That such "unsuc­

cessful" strikes have, nevertheless, not "failed their purpose"; that on the 

contrary they are a direct condition oflife for the defense of the workers' stan­

dard of living, for sustaining the workers' fighting spirit, for impeding future 

onslaughts by the employers: these are the elementary ground rules of Ger­
man union practice. 

And further, it is generally known that besides a "definite success" in 

material gains, and indeed without this success, strikes "in Western Europe" 

have perhaps their most important effect as beginning points of union organ­
ization: and it is specifically in backward places and hard-to-organize 
branches oflabor that such "unsuccessful" and "ill-advised" strikes are most 

common, from which over and over arise the foundations of union organiza­

tion. The history of the Vogtland textile workers' struggles and sufferings, 

whose most famous chapter is the great Crimmitschau strike,20 is but a single 

testimony to this. The "strategy" which Comrade Kautsky has now set forth 

is not merely incapable of directing a great political mass action, but even a 

normal union movement. 

But the above-mentioned schema for "West European" strikes has yet 

another gaping hole-just at the point, in fact, where the economic struggle 

brings the question of the mass strike, and thus our own proper theme, into 
consideration. That is, this schema entirely excludes the fact that it is just "in 

Western Europe" where ever longer, more violent strikes without much "plan" 

break like an elemental storm over those regions where a great exploited mass 

of proletarians stands opposed to the concentrated ruling power of capital or 
the capitalistic state: strikes which grow not "ever more infrequent" but ever 
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more frequent; which mostly end without any "definite successes" at all-but 

in spite, or rather just because of this are of greater significance as explosions of 

a deep inner contradiction which spills over into the realm of politics. These 

are the periodic giant strikes of the miners in Germany, in England, in France, 

in America; these are the spontaneous mass strikes of the farm workers, as they 

have occurred in Italy and in Galicia. and further, the mass strikes of the rail­
road workers which break out now in this state, now in that one. 

As it says in Comrade Kautsky's excellent article on "The Lessons of the 

Miners' Strike" ofi905 in the Ruhr district: 

In this way alone can substantial advances be realized for the miners. The strike 

against the mine owners has become hopeless: from now on the strike must step 

forward as political; its demands, its tactics must be calculated to set legislation 

in motion ... 

And Comrade Kautsky continues: 

This new union tactic of the political strike, of uniting union and political action, 

is in fact the only one which remains possible for the miners; and it is the only one 

certain to reanimate union as well as parliamentary action, and to give heightened 

aggressive strength to both. 

It could appear, perhaps, that here under "political action" we are to under­
stand parliamentary action and not political mass strikes. Comrade Kautsky 
destroys every doubt, declaring point-blank: 

But the great decisive actions of the struggling proletariat will be fought out more 

and more through various sorts of political strikes. And here practice strides for­

ward faster than theory. For while we discuss the political strike and search for its 

theoretical formulation and confirmation, one mighty political mass strike after 

another flames up through the spontaneous combustion of the masses-or rather 

every mass strike becomes a political action, every great political test of strength 

climaxes in a mass strike, whether among the miners, the proletariat of Russia, the 

Italian farm workers and railroad workers, etc. 21 

So wrote Comrade Kautsky on March 11, 1905. 
Here we have "the spontaneous combustion of the masses" and the union 

leadership, economic struggle and political struggle, mass strikes and revolu­

tion, Russia and Western Europe in the most beautiful confusion, all rubrics 

of the schema fused together in the living interconnection of a great period of 
fierce social storms. 
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It seems that "theory" does not merely "stride forward" more slowly than 

practice: alas, from time to time it also goes tumbling backwards. 

III 

We have briefly examined the factual basis of Comrade Kautsky's newest the­

ory on Russia and Western Europe. But the most important thing about this 

latest creation is its general tendency, which runs on to construct an absolute 

contradiction between revolutionary Russia and parliamentary "Western 

Europe," and sets down the prominent role played by the political mass 

strike in the Russian revolution as a product of Russia's economic and politi­

cal backwardness. 

But here Comrade Kautsky finds himself in the disagreeable position of 
having proved much too much. In this case, somewhat less would have been 

decidedly more. 

Above all, Comrade Kautsky has not noticed that his current theory 

destroys his earlier theory of the "strategy of attrition." At the center of the 

"strategy of attrition" stands an allusion to the coming Reichstag elections. 

My inexcusable error lay in this: I held that the mass strike was already called 

for in the present struggle for Prussian voting rights, while Comrade Kautsky 

declared that our overwhelming victory-to-come in next year's Reichstag 

elections would create the "entirely new situation" which might make the 

mass strike necessary and appropriate. But now Comrade Kautsky has 

demonstrated with all desirable clarity that conditions for a period of politi­

cal mass strikes in Germany-indeed, in all of Western Europe-are lacking 

after all. "Because of the half-century old socialist movement, Social Democ­

ratic organization and political freedom," even simple demonstration mass 

strikes of the extent and momentum of the Russian ones have become almost 

impossible in Western Europe. 
Yet if this is so, then prospects for the mass strike after Reichstag elections 

seem fairly problematic. It is clear that all the conditions which make the 

mass strike absolutely impossible in Germany-the strongest contemporary 

government and its glittering prestige, the slavish obedience of the state 
employees, the unshakable opposing might of the cartels, the political isola­

tion of the proletariat-that all this will not suddenly disappear after next 

year. If the reasons which speak against the political mass strike no longer lie 

in the situation of the moment, as the "strategy of attrition" would have it, but 

in the direct results of"half a century of socialist enlightenment and political 
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freedom," in the highly developed level of "Western Europe's" economic and 

political life-then postponement of expectations for a mass strike until the 

year after the Reichstag elections turns out to be no more than a modest fig 

leaf covering the "strategy of attrition's" only real content: the commendation 

of Reichstag elections. In my first reply22 I tried to show that in reality the 

"strategy of attrition" amounted to "N othing-But-Parliamentarianism." Now 

Comrade Kautsky himself confirms this in elaborating his theories. 

Yet more. Comrade Kautsky has, to be sure, postponed the great mass 

action until after the Reichstag elections: but at the same time he must admit 

that in the present situation, the political mass strike could become necessary 

"at any moment"-for "never in the history of the German Reich were the 

social, political, and international contradictions under such tension as 

now."2.1 But ifin general the social conditions and historic ripeness of"West­

ern Europe,'' and specifically of Germany, make a mass strike action impossi­

ble now, how can such an action suddenly "at any moment" be set in motion? 

A brutal provocation by the police, a massacre at a demonstration could 

greatly heighten the masses' agitation and sharpen the situations yet it obvi­

ously could not be that "great occasion" which would abruptly overturn the 
entire economic and political structure of Germany. 

But Comrade Kautsky has proved yet another superfluous thing. If the 

general economic and political conditions in Germany are such as to make a 

mass strike action like the Russian one impossible, and if the extension which 

the mass strike underwent in the Russian Revolution [of 1905] is the specific 

product of Russian backwardness, then not only is the use of the mass strike in 

the Prussian voting rights struggle called into question, but the Jena resolu­

tion as well. Until now, the resolution of the Jena party convention [of 1905-
Tr.] was regarded both here and abroad as such a highly significant 

announcement because it officially borrowed the mass strike from the arsenal 

of the Russian Revolution, and incorporated it among the tactics of German 

Social Democracy as a means of political struggle. Admittedly this resolution 

was formally so composed, and by many exclusively interpreted so that Social 

Democracy seemed to declare it would only turn to the mass strike in case of 

an attack on Reichstag voting rights. But once, in any case, Comrade Kautsky 

did not belong to those formalists; indeed, in 1904 he emphatically wrote: 

If we learn one thing from the Belgian example, it is that it would be a fatal error for 

us in Germany to commit ourselves to a specific time for proclaiming the political 

strike-for exampw, in the event of an attack on the present Reicks tag voting rights. 24 
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The chief significance, the essential content of the Jena resolution lay not in 

this formalistic "commitment," but in the fact of German Social Democracy's 

principled acceptance of the lessons and example of the Russian Revolution. 

It was the spirit of the Russian Revolution which ruled the convention of our 

party in Jena. And now when Comrade Kautsky directly derives the role of 

the mass strike in the Russian Revolution from Russian backwardness, there­

by constructing a contradiction between revolutionary Russia and parlia­

mentary "Western Europe"; when he emphatically warns against the 

examples and methods of revolution-yes, when by implication even the 

proletariat's defeat in the Russian Revolution is debited in his account to the 

grandiose mass strike action, through which the proletariat "must eventually 

be exhausted"-in short, when Comrade Kautsky declares point-blank "but 

be that as it may, the schema of the Russian mass strike before and during the 

revolution does not fit German conditions": then from this standpoint it 

seems an incredible blunder, that German Social Democracy officially bor­

rowed the mass strike directly from the Russian Revolution as a new means 

of struggle. At bottom, Comrade Kautsky's current theory is a frightfully fun­

damental revision of the Jena resolution. 

To justify his individual, cockeyed stand in the last Prussian voting rights 

campaign, Comrade Kautsky step-by-step sells out the lessons of the Russian 

Revolution-the most significant extension and enrichment of proletarian 

tactics in the last decade. 

IV 

In light of the conclusions which follow from Comrade Kautsky's newest 

theory, it now becomes clear how very false, from the ground up, this theory 
is. To derive the mass strike action of the Russian proletariat, unparalleled in 

the history of modern class struggle, from Russia's social backwardness-in 

other words; to explain the outstanding importance and leading role of the 

urban industrial proletariat in the Russian Revolution as Russian "backward­

ness"-is to stand things right on their heads. 

It was not economic retardation, but precisely the high development of 

capitalism, modern industry, and commerce in Russia which made that 

grandiose mass strike action possible, and which caused it. It was just 

because the urban industrial proletariat was already so numerous, concen­

trated in the great centers, and so strongly moved by class consciousness,just 

because the genuine modern capitalist contradiction had progressed so far, 
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that the struggle for political freedom could be decisively led by this prole­

tariat alone. But because of this it could be no purely constitutional struggle 

after the liberal formula, but a genuine modern class struggle in all its breadth 

and depth, fighting for the economic as well as the political interests of the 

workers-against capital as well as Tsarism, for the eight-hour day as well as a 

democratic constitution. And only because capitalist industry and the mod­
ern means of commerce bound to it had become a condition of existence for 

the state's economic life, could the mass strikes of the proletariat in Russia 

realize such a staggering, decisive effect: that the revolution celebrated its vic­

tories with them, and with them went down in defeat and grew silent. 

At this moment I can think of no more exact formulation of the factors 

in question here, than that which I gave in my pamphlet on the mass strike 

in 1906: 

We have seen that the mass strike in Russia represents not the synthetic product 

of a deliberate Social Democratic tactic, but a natural historic figure on the 

ground of the present revolution. What are the forces in Russia now which have 

brought forth this new manifestation of revolution? 

The immediate task of the Russian Revolution is putting an end to absolutism 

and establishing a modern bourgeois parliamentary constitutional state. Formally, 

this is exactly the same task faced by the March Revolution in Germany and by 

the Great Revolution in France at the end of the eighteenth century. But the cir­

cumstances, the historic milieu in which these formally analogous revolutions 

took place, are fundamentally different from those of today's Russia. The differ­

ence in circumstances is the entire cycle of capitalist development which has run 

between those bourgeois revolutions in the West and the present bourgeois revo­

lution in the East. That is, this development has not seized the Western European 

lands alone, but absolutist Russia as well. Large scale industry with all its conse­

quences-the modern class division, the glaring social contrasts, modern metro­

politan life and the modern proletariat-has become the leading form of 

production in Russia (i.e., the decisive one for its social development). 

But from this has resulted a strange, contradictory historical situation: that a 

revolution whose formal objectives are bourgeois will be carried out under the 

leadership of a modern, class-conscious proletariat, and in an international milieu 

which stands under the sign of bourgeois democracy's downfall. Now the bour­

geoisie is not the leading revolutionary element it was in the earlier revolutions of 

the West, when the proletarian mass, dissolved in the petty bourgeoisie, served as 

its military levies. All is reversed: the class-conscious proletariat is the leading, 
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driving element; the big bourgeois strata are in part directly counterrevolutionary, 

in part weakly liberal; only the rural petty bourgeoisie, along with the urban petty 

bourgeois intelligensia, are decidedly oppositional, indeed revolutionary minded. 

But the Russian proletariat, so clearly destined for the leading role in the bour­

geois revolution, is itself free from all illusions about bourgeois democracy-and 

therefore it enters the struggle with a strongly developed consciousness of its own 

specific class interests in the acutely sharpened opposition of capital and labor. 

This contradictory state of affairs is expressed in the fact that in this formally 

bourgeois revolution, bourgeois society's opposition to absolutism will be com­

manded by the proletariat's opposition to bourgeois society; that the proletariat's 

struggle will be simultaneously directed, with equal force, against absolutism and 

capitalist exploitation; that the program of revolutionary struggle is directed, with 

equal emphasis, toward political freedom and the eight-hour day, as well as a 

material existence for the proletariat worthy of humanity. This twojoUl character 

of the Russian Revolution manifests itself in that inner unity and reciprocal action 

of economic and political struggle in which we have been instructed by the events in 

Russia, and which finds its natural expression in the mass strike . ... 

So the mass strike shows itself to be no specifically Russian product, arising 

from absolutism, but a universal form of proletarian class struggle resultingfrom the 

present stage of capitalist development and class relations. From this standpoint, the 

three bourgeois revolutions-the Great French Revolution, the German March 

Revolution, and the present Russian one-form an onrunning chain of develop­

ment in which the prosperity and the end of the capitalist century are reflected .... 

The present revolution realizes, in the special circumstances of absolutist 

Russia, the universal results of international capitalist development: and in this it 

seems less a final descendant of the oUl bourgeois revolutions than a forerunner of a 

new series of proletarian revolutions in the West.Just because it has so inexcusably 

delayed its bourgeois revolution, the most backward land shows ways and methods 

of extended class struggle for the proletariat of Germany and the most advanced 

capitalist lands.25 

Earlier, Comrade Kautsky also viewed the Russian Revolution in the same 

historical perspective. In December 1906, in complete agreement with my 

interpretation, he wrote: 

We may most speedily master the lessons of the Russian Revolution and the tasks 

which it sets us, if we regard it as neither a bourgeois revolution in the traditional 

sense nor a socialist one, but as a wholly unique process taking place on the border 
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line between bourgeois and socialist society it demands dissolution of the one, pre­

pares for the formation of the other, and in either case brings all of humanity under 

capitalist civilization a mighty step forward in its march of development. 26 

227 

If thus one grasps the real social and historical conditions which lie at the 

root of the Russian Revolution's specific new form of struggle, the mass 

strike action-and another interpretation is not very well possible without 

phantasizing the actual course of this action out of thin air, as Comrade Kaut­

sky now does with his "amorphous, primitive strikes"-then it is clear that 

mass strikes as the form of the proletariat's revolutionary struggle come into 

consideration even more for Western Europe than in Russia, to the extent 

which capitalism (in Germany, for example) is much more highly developed. 

In fact, all the conditions which Comrade Kautsky mobilizes against the 

political mass strike are just so many forces which must make the mass strike 

action in Germany even more inevitable, extensive, and powerful. 

The opposing might of the cartels which Comrade Kautsky invokes, 

"searching" in vain "for its like," the slavish obedience in which the enor­

mous category of German state employees is sunken-these are the very 

things which make a peaceful, profitable union action ever more difficult for 

the bulk of the German proletariat. They feed ever mightier trials of strength 

and explosions in the economic sphere, whose elemental character and mass 

extension take on more and more political meaning the longer they continue. 

It is just the political isolation of the proletariat in Germany to which 

Comrade Kautsky refers,just the fact that the united bourgeoisie down to the 

last petty bourgeois stands behind the government like a wall, that shapes 

every great political struggle against the government into a struggle against 

the bourgeoisie, against exploitation. And the same circumstances guarantee 

that every energetic revolutionary mass action in Germany will not take par­

liamentary forms ofliberalism or the previous form of the revolutionary petty 

bourgeoisie's struggle, the brief barricade battle, but the classic proletarian 

form of the mass strike. 

And finally: it is just because we in Germany have "a half century of 

socialist enlightenment and political freedom" behind us, that as soon as the 

situation has so ripened that the masses take to the field, the action of the pro­

letariat set in motion by every political struggle will roll together all ancient 

reckonings against private and state exploitation, and unite the political with 

an economic mass struggle. For, as Comrade Kautsky wrote in i907: 
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We have not the slightest ground to assume that the degree of exploitation of the 

German proletariat is less than that in Russia. On the contrary, we have seen that 

with the advance of capitalism the exploi-tation of the proletariat increases. If the 

German worker is in a somewhat better position than the Russian, the productivi­

ty of his labor is also much greater, and his needs in relation to the general nation­

al standard of living are much higher: so that the German worker finds the 

capitalist yoke perhaps even more galling than the Russian does. 27 

Comrade Kautsky, who paints in such splendid colors how the German 

worker is "totally preoccupied with organizations, meetings, and elections of 

all sorts," has for the moment forgotten the quite enormous slave herds of 

Prusso-German state employees, railroad workers and postal workers, as well 

as the farm workers, who unfortunately enjoy very limited measure of that 

contented preoccupation with "organizations, meetings, and options of all 

sorts" as long as the right to organize is legally or practically denied them. He 

has forgotten that in the midst of royal Prussian freedom these enormous cat­

egories live politically as well as economically in genuine "Russian" condi­

tions, and that therefore these very categories-not to mention the 

miners-will find it impossible, in the midst of a political convulsion, to 

maintain their slavish obedience or to refrain from presenting their special 

bill of reckoning in the form of giant mass strikes. 

But let us look at "Western Europe." In disputing all this, Comrade Kaut­

sky has yet another opponent besides myself to deal with: reality. Specifically, 

what do we see here when we only direct our attention to the most important 

mass strikes of the last ten years? 

The great Belgian mass strikes which won universal suffrage stand by 

themselves in the 'gos as a bold experiment. Nevertheless, what depth and 

multidimensionality! 

In 1900 the mass strike by the miners in Pennsylvania which, according to 
the testimony of American comrades, did more to spread socialist ideas than 

ten years of agitation; also in 1900, mass strike by the miners in Austria; 1902, 

mass strike by the miners in France; 1902, general strike by all production 

workers in Barcelona in support of the struggling metal workers; 1902, 

demonstration mass strike in Sweden for universal, equal suffrage; 1902, 

mass strike in Belgium for universal, equal suffrage; 1902, mass strike by the 

farm workers in all east Galicia (over 200,000 taking part) in defense of the 

right to organize; 190.3, in January and April, two mass strikes by the railroad 

workers in Holland; 1904, mass strike by the railroad workers in Hungary; 
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1904, demonstration mass strike in Italy protesting the massacres in Sardinia; 

in January 1905, mass strike by the miners in the Ruhr district; in October 

1905, demonstration mass strike in and around Prague (by 100,000 workers) 

for universal, equal suffrage in Bohemian Landtag elections; in October 

1905, demonstration mass strike in Lemburg for universal, equal suffrage in 

Galician Landtag elections; in November 1905, demonstration mass strike in 

all of Austria for, universal, equal suffrage in Reichsrat elections; 1905 mass 

strike by the Italian workers; 1905, mass strike by the Italian railroad workers; 

1906, demonstration mass strike in Trieste for universal, equal suffrage in 

Landtag elections which victoriously forced the reform through; 1906, mass 

strike by the foundry workers in Witkowitz (Mahren) in support of 400 shop 

stewards fired because of the May Day celebration-victoriously concluded; 

1909, mass strike in Sweden in defense of the right to organize; 1909, mass 
strike by the postal workers in France; in October 1909, demonstration mass 

strike by all workers in Trient and Rovereto protesting the political persecu­

tion of Social Democracy; 1910, mass strike in Philadelphia in support of the 

streetcar workers' struggle for the right to organize; and at this moment, 

preparations for a mass strike by the railroad workers in France. 

This is the "impossibility" of "West European" mass strikes, especially 

demonstration mass strikes, which Comrade Kautsky has so beautifully 

demonstrated in black and white. Comrade Kautsky has theoretically proved 

the obvious impossibility of mixing political and economic strikes, the 

impossibility of impressive, general demonstration mass strikes, the impossi­
bility of mass strikes being a period of repeated hand-to-hand combat. He has 

forgotten that for the last ten years we have lived in a period of economic, 

political, fighting and demonstration strikes: a period which has extended, 

with striking unity, over almost all "West European lands" as well as the Unit­

ed States; over the capitalistically most backward like Spain, and the most 
advanced like North America; over lands with the weakest union movements 

like France, and those with strapping Social Democratic unions like Austria; 

over agrarian Galicia and highly industrialized Bohemia; over half-feudal 

states like the Hapsburg monarchy, republics like France, and absolutist 
states like Russia. And of course, in addition to the above-enumerated stands 
Russia's grandiose mass strike action from 1902 to 1906, which has shown 

how the significance and extent of the mass strike initially grow together with 

the revolutionary situation and the political action of the proletariat. 

For while we discuss the political strike and search for its theoretical formulation 
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and confirmation, one mighty political mass strike after another flames up 

through the spontaneous combustion of the masses-or rather every mass strike 

becomes a political action, every great political test of strength climaxes in a mass 

strike, whether among the miners, the proletariat of Russia, the Italian farm work­

ers and railroad workers, etc. 28 

From this it almost seems as if Comrade Kautsky, through his newest theory 

of the impossibility of a period of political mass strikes in Germany, has 

demonstrated not so much a contradiction between Russia and Western 

Europe as a contradiction between Germany and the rest of the world­

Western Europe and Russia thrown in together. Prussia must in fact be the 

exception among all capitalist lands, if what Comrade Kautsky has worked 

out on the impossibility of even short general demonstration mass strikes in 

Prussia is true. It would be "entirely unthinkable that in a demonstration 

strike against the government here, commuter railways, streetcars, and gas 

works come to a standstill,'' that we in Germany experience a demonstration 

strike which "alters the entire landscape, and in so doing makes the deepest 

impression on the entire bourgeois world as well as the most indifferent stra­

ta of the proletariat." But then what is "unthinkable" in Germany must be 

what has already proved itself possible in Galicia, in Bohemia, in Italy, in Tri­

este and Trento, in Spain, and in Sweden. In all these lands and cities, splen­

did demonstration strikes have taken place which completely altered "the 

landscape." In Bohemia on November 20, 1905, an absolute, general work 

stoppage reigned which extended even to agriculture-a thing they have not 

yet experienced in Russia. In Italy in September 1904 the farm workers, 

streetcars, electric and gas works took a holiday, and even the daily press had 

to stop publication. "It has indeed become the most total general strike,'' 

wrote the Neue Zeit, "that history knows of: for three whole days the city of 

Genoa was left without light and bread and meat; all economic life was para­

lyzed."29 In Sweden's capital Stockholm, in 1902 as well as 1909, all means of 

communication and commerce-streetcars, cabs, wagons, municipal servic­
es-were shut down in the first week. In Barcelona in 1902, all economic life 

rested for many days. 

And so in Prusso-Germany-with its "strongest contemporary govern­

ment," and its special "German conditions" which supposedly show prole­

tarian methods of struggle, possible in all the rest of the world, to be all sorts 

of impossibilities-we have finally acquired an unexpected counterpart to 
those special "Bavarian" and "south German" conditions which Comrade 
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Kautsky once so heartily derided with us. But in particular, these German 

"impossibilities" plume themselves on the fact that precisely in Germany we 

have the strongest party, the strongest unions, the best organization, the 

greatest discipline, the most enlightened proletariat, and the greatest influ­

ence of Marxism. By this method we would come, in fact, to the singular con­
clusion that the stronger Social Democracy is, the more powerless the 

proletariat. But I believe that to say mass strikes and demonstration strikes 

which were possible in various other lands are impossible today in Germany, 

is to fix a brand of incapacity on the German proletariat which it has as yet 

done nothing to deserve. 



g-Writings on Women, 1902-14 

ED IT o Rs' No TE: While Luxemburg was a strong supporter of emancipatory 

working women's movements throughout her life, much of her involvement in 

women's issues was obscured by the fact that she usually worked behind the 

scenes, through her close friend Clara Zetkin, who was the leader of the German 

Social Democratic Women's Movement and the editor of Gleichheit (Equality), 

its widely circulated newspaper. This chapter begins with "A Tactical Question," 

Luxemburg's stinging 1902 attack on the reformist-dominated Belgian Social 

Democrats for having agreed to drop their call for women's suffrage at the 

demand of the Liberals, with whom they were in an electoral coalition. In this 

article, she writes that taking up women's suffrage would shake up not only socie­

ty as a whole, but also a "suffocating" sexism that existed among both the leaders 

and rank and file of the Social Democratic movement. The 1907 Address to the 

International Socialist Women's Conference advocate<l that the women's associa­

tion keep its headquarters in Stuttgart, where it could maintain an independent 

existence that it would have lost had it moved to Brussels, the seat of the Interna­

tional Socialist Bureau. The 1912 speech on "Women's Suffrage and Class Strug­

gle" makes a strong argument for the continuation of a working women's 

movement independent of the middle-class German women's associations. Final­

ly, the 1914 article, "Proletarian Women," written for International Women's Day, 

offers a moving sociohistorical sketch of working women's oppression and resist­

ance, both in the industrialized lands and in Africa and Latin America, where 

women were struggling for their very lives against colonialist and capitalist bar­

barism. The published articles originally appeared in Leipziger Volkszeitung 

(April 4, 1902); Vorwiirts (August 18, 1907); and Sozialdemokratische Korrespon­

denz (March 5, 1914). The 1912 article is the only selection from this chapter that 

has previously appeared in English, and is translated by Rosmarie Waldrop. The 

others have been translated by Ashley Passmore and Kevin B. Anderson from 

Luxemburg's Gesammelte Werke. 
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eaten one after the other, is something new to Social Democracy in all 
nations. And even if the particular political situation entails the Workers' 
Party temporarily placing more weight on agitating for specific demands in 
its program rather than other ones, the entirety of our demands continue to 
remain the permanent foundation of our political struggle. Between the tem­
porary, diminished emphasis on an item in the program and the explicit, 
though temporary, sacrifice of it as the price for another demand in the pro­
gram, there lies quite a distance separating the principled struggle of Social 
Democracy from the political manipulations of bourgeois parties. 

It is true that, in the case of women's right to vote in Belgium, we are deal­

ing with a sacrifice. Indeed, the resolution accepted by the Brussels Congress 
states laconically: "The next constitutional appeal shall be limited to universal 
suffrage for men." Yet, it is to be expected that the clerics will bring in a formal 
bill for women's right to vote during the appeal,just to throw a bone of con­
tention between the Liberals and the Social Democrats. And in this case, the 
Brussels Resolution recommends that the delegates of the Workers' Party 
should "foil this maneuver and uphold the alliance of supporters of universal 
suffrage." Translated, this means they should vote against women's suffrage! 

Riding high on principles is indeed a nasty affair, and we would never 
conceive of requiring any Workers' Party to forgo imminent practical gains 
for the sake of an abstract programmatic schema. Yet, as always, principles 
are here being sacrificed to mere illusions, rather than actual, practical gains. 
As usual, upon closer inspection of this case, it is simply a fantasy that adher­
ence to our political principles has been a barrier to our practical success. 

Indeed! It has been argued that if the Belgian Social Democrats were to 
insist upon their demand for women's right to vote, this would lead to a 
break with the Liberals and would endanger the entire campaign. Yet, the 
small extent to which the Workers' Party takes the Federal Coalition of Liber­
als and their conditions seriously can be seen in the silent shrug with which 
they acquiesced to the third condition of the Liberals, the abandonment of 

revolutionary methods. For the Belgian Social Democracy, it seemed obvious 
that it would in no way allow its hand to be tied as to the method of its strug­
gle. And yet, it allowed itself to be diverted from the one true certainty-that 
the intrinsic power of the struggle, the secure guarantee of victory, lies not in 
supporting doddering liberal mayors and senators, but in the combat readi­
ness of the proletarian masses, not in parliament, but on the streets. 

It would also be rather strange if the Belgian Workers' Party harbored even 
the slightest doubt about this point, after owing their earlier victory, the partial 



WRITINGS ON WOMEN, 1902-14 235 

suppression of the plural voting system, to the noteworthy mass strike and the 

threat of street demonstrations by the working class. Just as before, however, 

the first bold stirrings by the Belgian proletariat will explode like a thunder­
clap over the "liberal" bourgeoisie, after which the "allies" of Social Democra­
cy will scurry off with predictable speed to their rat-hole of parliamentary 
betrayal and they will leave universal suffrage to the workers. Even this attrac­

tive prospect is nothing less than a mystery to the Belgian Workers' Party. 
If, despite all of this, it quietly brushes the third condition of the pact with 

the Liberals under the table and prepares itself openly for every eventuality, 

then it will clearly show that it takes the "Liberal support" for what it truly is: 

a contingent and transitory comradeship for a stretch of the same road, 
which one accepts while on the march, but for which one would not deviate a 
single step from his one's path. 

This logically proves that even the supposed "practical gain" for which one 
sacrificed women's right to vote is a mere bugbear. And it thus turns out that 
every time foolish projects for compromise arise that cost us our basic princi­
ples, something that can be observed here at home as well as abroad, it is never 
in actuality a matter of the imagined "practical accomplishments," but rather a 
sacrifice of programmatic demands. To our "practical politicians," who are, at 
heart, Hecubas3 in principle, these are merely formalistic rubbish that has been 
carted out and parroted so often that it no longer retains any practical meaning. 

Women's right to vote has not only been continuously and universally 

recognized by Belgian Social Democracy, but the workers' representatives in 
parliament also voted for it unanimously in 1895. Indeed, up to now this 
demand has had no prospect at all of being realized in Belgium or in other 
European countries. Today, it threatens to become an issue on the political 
agenda for the first time, and now it suddenly is becoming apparent that not 
just one opinion about the old programmatic demand holds sway inside the 

ranks in the Workers' Party. Even better, according to the statement by 
Dewinne4 at the Brussels Congress: "the whole Party has adopted a negative 
attitude toward the question of women's suffrage!" 

This surprising drama displays the Belgian Social Democrats' rationale 
against women's suffrage. These are the exact same arguments used by Russian 
Tsarism, the same arguments formerly used by the German doctrine of divine 

right in order to justify political injustice: "The public is not mature enough to 
exercise the right to vote." As if there were some other school of political matu­
rity for members of the public than simply exercising these rights themselves! 
As if the male working class had also not already learned to gradually use the 
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ballot as a weapon to defend its class interests and must still learn this! 
To the contrary, every clear-thinking individual must anticipate, sooner or 

later, nothing less than a powerful upswing for the workers' movement with 
the inclusion of proletarian women in political life. This perspective not only 
opens up an enormous new field for the agitational work of Social Democra­
cy. In its political and social life as well, a strong, fresh wind would blow in 
with the political emancipation of women, which would clear out the suffo­
cating air of the current, philistine family life that rubs itself off so unmistak­
ably, even on our Party members, workers and leaders alike. 

Admittedly, in the beginning, there could be very disagreeable political 
results, such as the strengthening of clerical authority as a consequence of 
women's suffrage in Belgium. The entire organization and agitation of the 
Workers' Party would also have to be thoroughly revamped. In a word, the 
political equality of women is a bold and grand political experiment. 

Yet strangely, all of those who have the greatest admiration for "experi­
ments" in the style of Millerand5 and cannot praise the boldness of these 
experiments highly enough, do not utter a single word of rebuke toward the 
Belgian comrades who shrink at the enfranchisement of women. Yes, even 
the Belgian leader, Anseele,6 who was quick at the time to be the first to offer 
his congratulations to "Comrade" Millerand for his "bold" ministerial exper­
iment is today the one most resolutely opposed to all efforts to bring about 
women's right to vote in his own country. Here again we have, among other 
things, evidence ofjust what sort of"boldness" it is that our "practical politi­
cians" recommend to us from time to time. Apparently, it is merely the bold­
ness to undertake opportunistic experiments at the expense of Social 
Democratic principles. However, when it concerns the bold implementation 

of our programmatic demands, these same politicians do not demonstrate 
the least bit of interest in impressing us with their boldness, and they are 
much more likely to search for pretexts to abandon this particular program­
matic item "for the time being" and "with great pain." 

gs. ADDRESS TO THE INTERNATIONAL 

SOCIALIST WOMEN'S CONFERENCE (1907)7 

The wish has been expressed that the international women's movement 
affiliate with the International Socialist Bureau in Brussels. Since I am myself a 
member, and indeed, I am the only member of the fairer sex (cheers) in this 
Bureau, I feel inclined to say a few things about it. I must tell you frankly that 
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probably only those comrades who have felt the influence of the International 

Bureau from afar have such a high admiration of it. (Cheers). We have become 
convinced that we are unable to achieve a center for the international socialist 

workers' movement through purely mechanical means. The times of the Inter­
national, when Marx himself was the actual center of the international proletar­
ian movement, are over. Today, we have little more than periodic gatherings of 
representatives from various countries in Brussels, which are always a very 

unpleasant duty for these representatives. Because each time, we have the feel­
ing that we cannot accomplish even one-hundredth of the real tasks of the 

Bureau. This says nothing about our good intentions, or anything about the 

inadequate skills of the current Secretary. But again and again, the complaint 
resurfaces that the International Bureau is being, as it were, completely ignored 
by the affiliated national parties. Not even short reports about movements that 
have taken place are sent in. Only when we are fortunate and become a center 

of moral authority, which is capable of awakening sufficient interest within the 
affiliated countries, will we have a more viable and more active center for the 

socialist movement. But it will be you who will be in this fortunate position if 
you accept the proposal of the German women comrades. I want to confide yet 
another secret to you. (Cheers.) Once we had, in Amsterdam,8 four years of 
painful disappointment with the activity of the International Bureau in Brus­
sels behind us, it was already clear in our minds tl1at we could only have a true 
International Bureau, firstly, if we relocated to Germany; secondly, to Stuttgart; 
and thirdly into the editorial office of Gleichheit. But the Party Executive 
waved the [idea of placing] the International Bureau in Germany aside with a 
gesture of the hand as short as it was significant, and thus we had to forgo this 

ideal. You, however, will resurrect this moral center of the International, and I 
can only marvel at Comrade Zetkin that she too will still shoulder this work­
load. The wish to relocate the International Socialist Women's Bureau to Brus­
sels can only emanate from an ignorance of the situation.9 Do not believe that 
by declining this thought you lose something. Do not say, "It would have been 
so nice, it did not have to be."10 (Loud cheers and applause.) 

gc. WOMEN'S SUFFRAGE AND CLASS STRUGGLE 

"Why are there no organizations for working women in Germany? Why do 
we hear so little about the working women's movement?" With these ques­
tions, Emma Ihrer,n one of the founders of the proletarian women's move­
ment of Germany, introduced her 1898 essay, "Working Women in the Class 
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Struggle." Hardly fourteen years have passed since, but they have seen a great 
expansion of the proletarian women's movement. More than a hundred fifty 
thousand women are organized in unions and are among the most active 
troops in the economic struggle of the proletariat. Many thousands of politi­
cally organized women have rallied to the banner of Social Democracy: the 
Social Democratic women's paper [Die Gleichheit, edited by Clara Zetkin]12 

has more than 100,000 subscribers; women's suffrage is one of the vital 
issues on the platform of Social Democracy. 

Exactly these facts might lead you to underrate the importance of the fight 
for women's suffrage. You might think: even without equal political rights for 
women we have made enormous progress in educating and organizing 
women. Hence, women's suffrage is not urgently necessary. If you think so, 
you are deceived. The political and syndical awakening of the masses of the 
female proletariat during the last fifteen years has been magnificent. But it has 
been possible only because working women took a lively interest in the politi­
cal and parliamentary struggles of their class in spite of being deprived of their 
rights. So far, proletarian women are sustained by male suffrage, which they 
indeed take part in, though only indirectly. Large masses of both men and 
women of the working class already consider the election campaigns a cause 
they share in common. In all Social Democratic electoral meetings, women 
make up a large segment, sometimes the majority. They are always interested 
and passionately involved. In all districts where there is a firm Social Democ­
ratic organization, women help with the campaign. And it is women who have 
done invaluable work distributing leaflets and getting subscribers to the Social 
Democratic press, this most important weapon in the campaign. 

The capitalist state has not been able to keep women from taking on all 
these duties and efforts of political life. Step by step, the state has indeed 
been forced to grant and guarantee them this possibility by allowing them 
union and assembly rights. Only the last political right is denied women: the 
right to vote, to decide directly on the people's representatives in legislature 
and administration, to be an elected member of these bodies. But here, as in 
all other areas of society, the motto is: "Don't let things get started!" But 
things have been started. The present state gave in to the women of the prole­
tariat when it admitted them to public assemblies, to political associations. 
And the state did not grant this voluntarily, but out of necessity, under the 
irresistible pressure of the rising working class. It was not least the passionate 
pushing ahead of the proletarian women themselves which forced the Prus­
so-German police state to give up the famous "women's section"13 in gather-
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ings of political associations and to open wide the doors of political organiza­
tions to women. This really set the ball rolling. The irresistible progress of 
the proletarian class struggle has swept working women right into the 
whirlpool of political life. Using their right of union and assembly, proletari­
an women have taken a most active part in parliamentary life and in election 
campaigns. It is only the inevitable consequence, only the logical result of the 
movement that today millions of proletarian women call defiantly and with 
self-confidence: Let us have suffrage! 

Once upon a time, in the beautiful era of pre-1848 absolutism, the whole 
working class was said not to be "mature enough" to exercise political rights. 
This cannot be said about proletarian women today, because they have demon­
strated their political maturity. Everybody knows that without them, without 
the enthusiastic help of proletarian women, the Social Democratic Party would 
not have won the glorious victory ofjanuary 12 ( 1912], would not have obtained 
four and a quarter million votes. At any rate, the working class has always had 
to prove its maturity for political freedom by a successful revolutionary upris­
ing of the masses. Only when Divine Right on the throne and the best and 
noblest men of the nation actually felt the calloused fist of the proleta1iat on 
their eyes and its knee on their chests, only then did they feel confidence in the 
political "maturity" of the people, and felt it with the speed oflightning. Today, 
it is the proletarian woman's turn to make the capitalist state conscious of her 
maturity. This is done through a constant, powerful mass movement which has 
to use all the means of proletarian struggle and pressure. 

Women's suffrage is the goal. But the mass movement to bring it about is 
not a job for women alone, but is a common class concern for women and 
men of the proletariat. Germany's present lack of rights for women is only 
one link in the chain of the reaction that shackles the people's lives. And it is 
closely connected with the other pillar of the reaction: the monarchy. In 
advanced capitalist, highly industrialized, twentieth-century Germany, in the 
age of electricity and airplanes, the absence of women's political rights is as 
much a reactionary remnant of the dead past as the reign by Divine Right on 
the throne. Both phenomena-the instrument of heaven as the leading politi­
cal power, and woman, demure by the fireside, unconcerned with the storms 
of public life, with politics and class struggle-both phenomena have their 
roots in the rotten circumstances of the past, in the times of serfdom in the 
country and guilds in the towns. In those times, they were justifiable and nec­
essary. But both monarchy and women's lack of rights have been uprooted by 
the development of modern capitalism, have become ridiculous caricatures. 
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They continue to exist in our modern society, not just because people forgot 

to abolish them, not just because of the persistence and inertia of circum­
stances. No, they still exist because both-monarchy as well as women with­
out rights-have become powerful tools of interests inimical to the people. 
The worst and most brutal advocates of the exploitation and enslavement of 
the proletariat are entrenched behind throne and altar as well as behind the 

political enslavement of women. Monarchy and women's lack of rights have 
become the most important tools of the ruling capitalist class. 

In truth, our state is interested in keeping the vote from working women 

and from them alone. It rightly fears they will threaten the traditional institu­
tions of class rule, for instance militarism (of which no thinking proletarian 
woman can help being a deadly enemy), monarchy, the systematic robbery of 
duties and taxes on groceries, etc. Women's suffrage is a horror and abomina­
tion for the present capitalist state because behind it stand millions of women 

who would strengthen the enemy within, i.e., revolutionary Social Democracy. 
If it were a matter of bourgeois ladies voting, the capitalist state could expect 
nothing but effective support for the reaction. Most of those bourgeois women 
who act like lionesses in the struggle against "male prerogatives" would trot 

like docile lambs in the camp of conservative and clerical reaction if they had 
suffrage. Indeed, they would certainly be a good deal more reactionary than 
the male part of their class. Aside from the few who have jobs or professions, 
the women of the bourgeoisie do not take part in social production. They are 
nothing but co-consumers of the surplus value their men extort from the pro­
letariat. They are parasites of the parasites of the social body. And co-con­
sumers are usually even more rabid and cruel in defending their "right" to a 
parasite's life than the direct agents of class rule and exploitation. The history 
of all great revolutionary struggles confirms this in a horrible way. Take the 
great French Revolution. After the fall ofthejacobins, when Robespierre was 
driven in chains to the place of execution the naked whores of the victory­
drunk bourgeoisie danced in the streets, danced a shameless dance of joy 
around the fallen hero of the Revolution. And in i871, in Paris, when the heroic 
workers' Commune was defeated by machine guns, the raving bourgeois 
females surpassed even their bestial men in their bloody revenge against the 
suppressed proletariat. The women of the property-owning classes will always 

fanatically defend the exploitation and enslavement of the working people by 
which they indirectly receive the means for their socially useless existence. 

Economically and socially, the women of the exploiting classes are not an 
independent segment of the population. Their only social function is to be 
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tools of the natural propagation of the ruling classes. By contrast, the women 

of the proletariat are economically independent. They are productive for soci­
ety like the men. By this I do not mean their bringing up children or their 

housework which helps men support their families on scanty wages. This 
kind of work is not productive in the sense of the present capitalist economy 
no matter how enormous an achievement the sacrifices and energy spent, the 

thousand little efforts add up to. This is but the private affair of the worker, his 
happiness and blessing, and for this reason nonexistent for our present socie­

ty. As long as capitalism and the wage system rule, only that kind of work is 

considered productive which produces surplus value, which creates capitalist 
profit. From this point of view, the music-hall dancer whose legs sweep profit 
into her employer's pocket is a productive worker, whereas all the toil of the 
proletarian women and mothers in the four walls of their homes is considered 
unproductive. This sounds brutal and insane, but corresponds exactly to the 
brutality and insanity of our present capitalist economy. And seeing this brutal 
reality clearly and sharply is the proletarian woman's first task. 

For, exactly from this point of view, the proletarian women's claim to 
equal political rights is anchored in firm economic ground. Today, millions 
of proletarian women create capitalist profit like men-in factories, work­
shops, on farms, in home industry, offices, stores. They are therefore produc­
tive in the strictest scientific sense of our present society. Every day enlarges 
the hosts of women exploited by capitalism. Every new progress in industry 
or technology creates new places for women in the machinery of capitalist 
profiteering. And thus, every day and every step of industrial progress adds a 
new stone to the firm foundation of women's equal political rights. Female 

education and intelligence have become necessary for the economic mecha­
nism itself. The narrow, secluded woman of the patriarchal "family circle" 
answers the needs of industry and commerce as little as those of politics. It is 
true, the capitalist state has neglected its duty even in this respect. So far, it is 
the unions and the Social Democratic organizations that have done most to 
awaken the minds and moral sense of women. Even decades ago, the Social 
Democrats were known as the most capable and intelligent German workers. 
Likewise, unions and Social Democracy have today lifted the women of the 
proletariat out of their stuffy, narrow existence, out of the miserable and petty 
mindlessness of household managing. The proletarian class struggle has 
widened their horizons, made their minds flexible, developed their thinking, 
shown them great goals for their efforts. Socialism has brought about the 
mental rebirth of the mass of proletarian women-and thereby has no doubt 
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also made them capable productive workers for capital. 
Considering all this, the proletarian woman's lack of political rights is a 

vile injustice, and the more so for being by now at least half a lie. After all, 
masses of women take an active part in political life. However, Social Democ­
racy does not use the argument of "injustice." This is the basic difference 

between us and the earlier sentimental, utopian socialism. We do not depend 
on the justice of the ruling classes, but solely on the revolutionary power of 
the working masses and on the course of social development which prepares 
the ground for this power. Thus, injustice by itself is certainly not an argu­
ment with which to overthrow reactionary institutions. If, however, there is a 
feeling of injustice in large segments of society-says Friedrich Engels, the 
co-founder of scientific socialism-it is always a sure sign that the economic 
bases of the society have shifted considerably, that the present conditions 
contradict the march of development. The present forceful movement of mil­
lions of proletarian women who consider their lack of political rights a crying 
wrong is such an infallible sign, a sign that the social bases of the reigning 
system are rotten and that its days are numbered. 

A hundred years ago, the Frenchman Charles Fourier,14 one of the first 
great prophets of socialist ideals, wrote these memorable words: In any soci­
ety, the degree of female emancipation is the natural measure of the general 
emancipation.15 This is completely true for our present society. The current 
mass struggle for women's political rights is only an expression and a part of 
the proletariat's general struggle for liberation. In this lies its strength and its 
future. Because of the female proletariat, general, equal, direct suffrage for 
women would immensely advance and intensify the proletarian class strug­
gle. This is why bourgeois society abhors and fears women's suffrage. And 
this is why we want and will achieve it. Fighting for women's suffrage, we will 
also hasten the coming of the hour when the present society falls in ruins 
under the hammer strokes of the revolutionary proletariat. 

gn. THE PROLETARIAN WOMAN (1914) 

Proletarian Women's Day inaugurates the "Week of Social Democracy."16 

The party of the disinherited places its female columns in the front lines by 
sending them into the heat of battle for eight days, in order to spread the 
seeds of socialism onto new fields. And the call for the political equality of 

women is the first one they make, as they prepare to win over new supporters 
for the working class as a whole. 
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Today, the modern female wage-earning proletarian appears on the public 

stage as a female pioneer of the working class and, at the same time, of the 
female gender, the first female pioneer in centuries. 

The woman of the people has always worked hard. In the savage horde, she 
carried heavy loads, collected food; in the primitive village, she planted grains 
and ground them, and she made pottery; in ancient times, as a slave, she served 

the masters and suckled their offspring at her breast; in the Middle Ages, she 

labored in the spinning room for the feudal lord. But since the establishment of 
private property, the woman of the people has, for the most part, worked sepa­
rately from the great workshop of social production, and therefore also of cul­

ture, cooped up in the domestic constriction of a miserable familial existence. 
Capitalism was the first to rip her out of the family and put her under the yoke 
of social production, forced into others' fields, into workshops, into buildings, 
into offices, factories, and warehouses. As a bourgeois woman, the female is a 
parasite on society; her function consists in sharing in the consumption of the 
fruits of exploitation. As a petty-bourgeois woman, she is a workhorse for the 

family. As a modern female proletarian, the woman becomes a human being for 
the first time, since the [proletarian] struggle is the first to prepare human 

beings to make a contribution to culture, to the history of humanity. 
For the property-owning bourgeois woman, her house is the world. For the 

proletarian woman, the whole world is her house, the world with its sorrow and 
joy, with its cold cruelty and its raw size. The proletarian woman marches with 
the tunnel workers from Italy to Switzerland, camps in barracks and whistles as 
she dries diapers next to cliffs exploding into the air with blasts of dynamite. As 
a seasonal agricultural worker, she sits in springtime amidst the commotion of 
train stations on her modest bundle, a scarf covering her plainly parted hair, 
and waits patiently to be hauled from east to west. Among the many-tongued 
masses of starving proletarians on the middle deck of an ocean liner, she 
migrates from Europe to America with each wave that flushes away the misery 
stemming from the crisis. In this way, should an American crisis well up as a 
countercurrent in the direction of her original misery in Europe, she will 
return, to new hopes and disappointments, to a new hunt for work and bread. 

The bourgeois woman has no real interest in political rights, because she 
does not exercise any economic function in society, because she enjoys the 
finished products of class domination. The call for women's equality, when it 
does well up among bourgeois women, is the pure ideology of a few feeble 

groups without material roots, a phantom of the antagonism between man 
and woman, a quirk. Thus, the farcical nature of the suffragette movement. 
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The proletarian woman needs political rights because she exercises the 

same economic function, slaves away for capital in the same way, maintains 
the state in the same way, and is bled dry and suppressed by it in the same 
way as the male proletarian. She has the same interests and takes up the same 
weapons to defend them. Her political demands are rooted deep in the social 
abyss that separates the class of the exploited from the class of the exploiters, 
not in the antagonism between man and woman but in the antagonism 
between capital and labor. 

At a formal level, women's political rights conform quite harmoniously 
with the bourgeois state. The examples of Finland, of American states, of a few 
municipalities, all show that a policy of equal rights for women has not yet 
overturned the state; it does not encroach upon the domination of capital. Yet, 
since the political rights of women today are actually merely a proletarian class 
demand, for today's capitalist Germany, it is akin to the last trump. Like the 
republic, like the militia, like the eight-hour workday, women's suffrage can 
only succeed or fail together with the proletarian class struggle as a whole; it 
can only be defended by proletarian methods of struggle and forcible means. 

Bourgeois advocates of women's rights want to secure political rights in 
order then to assume a role in political life. The proletarian woman can only 
follow the path of the workers' struggle, the opposite to winning an inch of 
real power through primarily legal statutes. At the beginning of every social 
advance, there was the deed. Proletarian women must gain solid ground in 
political life, through their activity in all areas; in this way alone will they 
secure a foundation for their rights. The ruling society denies them entry 
into their temples of law, but another great power throws open the gates for 
them-the Social Democratic Party. Here, in the rank and file of the organiza­
tion, an expansive field of political work and political power opens up for the 
proletarian woman. Here alone the woman is a factor on equal footing. 
Through Social Democracy, she will be introduced into the workshop of his­
tory. And here, where cyclopean forces are hammering, she will be fighting 
for truly equal rights, despite the lack of a written statute in a bourgeois con­
stitution. Here, the working woman shakes the pillars of the existing social 
order next to the men, and before it grants her the illusion of her rights, she 
will help to bury this social order under rubble. 

The workshop of the future requires many hands and hearts. A world of 
female misery is waiting for relief. The wife of the peasant moans as she near­
ly collapses under life's burdens. In German Africa, in the Kalahari Desert, 
the bones of defenseless Herero women are bleaching in the sun, those who 
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