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     Rosa Luxemburg’s interest in the national question was sparked by her long-term engagement in Polish political affairs.  Throughout her adult life, Luxemburg argued that Poland and Russia were intertwined, and that an independent Polish state was neither viable nor desirable.  In her dissertation, first published in 1898, for example, Luxemburg concluded that “Poland, in economic terms, not only does not have any separation from Russia in store, but rather, the tendencies arising from the general internal nature of large-scale capitalist production itself are binding Poland much more strongly to Russia with every passing year”.
  Because she believed this to be the case, Luxemburg fought against all those, including socialists, who advocated on behalf of Polish independence, and did so over a period of decades.  In a foreword to an anthology entitled The Polish Question and Socialism, issued in 1905, Luxemburg proclaimed that “the struggle for the restoration of Poland was hopelessly utopian in the face of the development of capitalism in Poland”.
  In sum: Luxemburg opposed a "two state solution" to the "Polish question", that is, the creation of an independent Polish state existing side by side with an independent Russia, and argued that Poland and Russia would and should remain politically linked.
     Luxemburg never devoted sustained attention to Zionism.  However, a review written by Leo Jogiches and published in 1894 – that is, even before the crystallization of the modern Zionist movement per se --in Sprawa robotnicza, a periodical edited by Luxemburg, reveals a great deal about Jogiches’ attitude towards Zionism, and, I strongly suspect, about Luxemburg’s attitude as well.  Jogiches’ article described a series of speeches which had been given by Jewish workers at a May Day celebration held in Vilna in 1892.  

     Three of the four speeches in question did not so much as mention proto-Zionist ideas.  The last of the speakers, however, did in fact refer directly to those who advocated the creation of a safe haven for Jews in Palestine, and noted that one could understand why what the speaker called “the poor Jewish people” had allowed itself to be, as he put it, “deluded” by this notion.  The desire to create a refuge for Jewry, the speaker suggested, was rooted in the wish on the part of Jews to free themselves at least once from thousands of years of persecution.  But, he concludes, if the “Jewish people” could see the awful life which awaited them In Palestine they would certainly cease to dream about it.

     In his review of a booklet in which this speech was published, after welcoming the Russian Jewish workers as “new comrades” in the fight to overthrow both the Czar and capitalist exploitation, Jogiches proclaimed that the May Day speakers had repudiated a so-called Palestinian solution to the problems confronting the Jews of Russia, even though the grim conditions in which the Jewish workers lived made it difficult for them to become class conscious.
  He noted that nationalism would alienate Jewish workers from their counterparts among the Poles and the Russians, and was clearly pleased that the Russian Jewish May Day speakers in Vilna had not endorsed a nationalist position. Jogiches suggested that the Palestine-oriented movement could become a social patriotic deviation from the class struggle, preaching to the workers that the reestablishment of a state in Palestine was in their interest, and believed – correctly -- that this movement was recruiting not so much from among Jewish workers as from the Jewish petty bourgeoisie, and the Jewish intelligentsia.  Jogiches writes: “[O]ur comrades understand that the rebuilding of their own state will not destroy capitalism … as for political freedom which is indispensable for the improvement of the workers’ welfare and for the struggle against capitalism, the Jewish comrades also understand that this and not the rebuilding of a utopian Jewish state is their goal.”  Luxemburg is not known to have commented explicitly on Jogiches’ article.  Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that Luxemburg – the responsible editor of the periodical in which Jogiches’ article appeared -- agreed with the sentiments which Jogiches’ had expressed in this piece.
  

     To be sure, there is little direct evidence as to Luxemburg’s views on Zionism, for   Luxemburg hardly so much as mentioned Zionism in her own works or letters.  There is nothing surprising about this fact given that the largest Jewish socialist movement in the Russian Empire, the Jewish Workers’ Bund (which Luxemburg does refer to in her writings) was explicitly anti-Zionist, and that the mainstream Zionist movement was not a direct political competitor of the SDKPiL.  I know of only one significant passage in which Luxemburg explicitly comments on Zionism: “From all sides” Luxemburg wrote in a fragment on war, the national question, and revolution which she produced near the end of her life, “nations and nationlets give notice of their rights to form states. Rotting corpses climb up out of hundred year old graves filled with new spring, and peoples ‘without history’, which never before formed self-determining commonwealths, feel a passionate urge to form states. Poles, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Czechs, Yugoslavs, ten new nations of the Caucasus. Zionists are already establishing their Palestine-ghetto, for the present in Philadelphia.”

     Luxemburg’s disdain for Zionism is manifest in this passage.  It is also manifest that Luxemburg’s decidedly negative attitude towards Zionism paralleled her attitude towards any number of other contemporaneous nationalist movements.   Her attitude towards Zionism was not a result of antisemitism or self-hatred of any kind but rather similar to her attitude towards comparable nationalist movements existing among other peoples.  I have no doubt whatsoever that Luxemburg would have opposed the creation of the state of Israel just as she opposed the creation of an independent Polish state.
     Luxemburg certainly was not committed to defending the same solution to national problems in all times and in all places.  She believed that Marxism ought to be seen as a methodology, not as a set of maxims, and was perfectly prepared to support specific separatist movements in the Ottoman Empire while simultaneously opposing other separatist movements in the Russian Empire.  In an article on national struggles in Turkey which she published in 1896 Luxemburg argued that the separation of what she called the Christian lands – by which she meant Armenia – from Turkey would be a progressive phenomenon, “a work of social development”, for this detaching of the Armenians from the Ottoman Empire was, in her opinion, the only way in which the Turkish lands would attain, to use her phrase “higher forms of social life”.
  More generally: Luxemburg did not denounce movements advocating national independence across the board.  She believed that each such movement ought to be analyzed in context, that the level of development of capitalism in a given case needed to be taken into account, and that in some circumstances Marxists ought to support such movements.

     And yet: Luxemburg’s position on the national question was widely criticized in her day, and any number of orthodox Marxists was among those who criticized her positions.  Lenin, to take the most obvious such example, argued against Luxemburg’s position on the national question in 1914 by noting that “the tendency of every national movement is towards the formation of national states, under which [the] requirements of modern capitalism are best satisfied”.
  Lenin absolutely and unequivocally did not endorse the Zionist movement.  But – unlike Luxemburg -- Lenin insisted that “the national state is the rule and the ‘norm’ of capitalism … From the standpoint of national relations, the best conditions for the development of capitalism are undoubtedly provided by the national state.”
  Though my own personal sympathies on virtually all matters having to do with the Russian Revolution, democracy, and party organization are anti-Leninist, it is, to me, self-evident that Lenin has proven to be more prescient than was Luxemburg on the national question per se.  

     Or to state the same point in inverse fashion: Luxemburg, who was correct in her predictions about so many things, has turned out to be a poor prophet on matters relating to the national question.  Luxemburg anticipated, as she wrote in 1908-1909, that "historical development, especially the modern development of capitalism, does not tend to return to each nationality its independent existence, but moves rather in the opposite direction".
  But consider once again the list of peoples in the quote from Luxemburg which I cited above, in which she explicitly mentions Poles, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and Czechs,. Rosa Luxemburg’s antipathy towards the creation of independent states by these peoples notwithstanding, it must be underscored that Poles, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and Czechs have all succeeded in creating and sustaining independent countries – and, for that matter, so has the Zionist movement.  History – including the development of capitalism -- has not worked out the way that Luxemburg both anticipated and hoped that it would. 
     One of the reasons why Luxemburg misunderstood the national question was because she had overly-deterministic views about relevant matters.  She insisted, for example, when writing about the national question that she was dealing with “ein geschichtlicher, mit Naturnotwendigkeit sich ergebender Prozeβ” – that is, a historical process which will take place with the same necessity as do certain processes occurring in nature.

     This leads me to two questions: What would a Luxemburgian position on the struggle of the Palestinian people for an independent state look like at this moment in time?  And ought we to agree with the position which Luxemburg would have been likely to take? Certain attempts to present what I think could be fairly described as a “Luxemburgian” solution to the problems of the Middle East in the 21st century – that is, a solution which is both internationalist and Marxist-inspired -- suggest that such a solution should parallel Luxemburg’s approach to the question of Polish independence, and argue against the movement for the creation of an independent Palestinian state, and in favor of the creation of a secular, democratic state made up of both Palestinians and Jews, using arguments which remind me of those made by Luxemburg.  My good friends Yoav and Horit Peled, for example, who I had hoped would be able to be able to join us in Moscow, and with whom I had hoped to engage in a face-to-face discussion of relevant issues, argued, in a recent issue of New Left Review, that a two state solution to the Israel/Palestine conflict is simply impossible.  Though not explicitly invoking Luxemburg in this piece, the Peleds asserted, and that “any ‘two-state solution’ “ [to the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians] “is now dead in the water.”
   Both in their NLR piece and in subsequent work, the Peleds argue that the notion of creating “two independent states, Israel and Palestine, bounded, more or less, by the 1967 borders” is “unachievable” because of the more than 500,000 Jews who have settled in the territories captured by Israel from Jordan during the Six Day War.  The task of removing enough of these settlers from the occupied territories to make possible “a viable, territorially contiguous Palestinian state” is, the Peleds continue, one that “no Israeli government .. would be able to carry out politically”.
   As Yoav Peled put it in a recent radio interview “the two-state solution is simply no longer an option.”  Since, according to the Peleds a two state solution is no longer possible, they suggest that the solution to the conflict between Israeli Jews and Palestinians lies in the creation of “one secular, non-ethnic, democratic state with equal citizenship rights for all in the entire area between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River”.

     In other words: Just as Luxemburg proclaimed a century ago that a two state solution to the Polish question was not possible, so too do the Peleds proclaim that such a solution is not possible in the current and on-going conflict between Israelis and Palestinians.   But the course of the twentieth century has demonstrated that Luxemburg was wrong about Poland.  May it not similarly be true that the Peleds are also wrong?  

    It is my contention that a two state solution is currently the best hope for achieving peace in the Middle East.  Far from being impossible, as the Peleds claim, I assert that the creation of an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza side by side with the State of Israel is plausible, desirable – and that it is consistent with socialist principles.  Luxemburg’s – and the Peleds’ – occasionally overly deterministic take on the national question, in my opinion, neglects the insight that humans make their own history – though, to be sure, they do not do so under conditions of their own choosing.  Removal of all Israeli settlements from the occupied territories would be a difficult process.  Certain of the settlers would doubtless resist violently.  But we ought not to reify:  Humans created these settlements.  Humans can – and should uproot them.  The Israeli settlements in the occupied territories are not the result of a natural process – and there is no reason at all to think that humans can’t change the course of their history.  In sum:  My point is that the Peled’s application of a “Luxemburgian” perspective to a significant contemporary controversy may well, in this instance, if not in others, reveal flaws in Luxemburg’s world view – notwithstanding that application of her approach to altogether different issues reveals the ways in which Luxemburg remains relevant, enlightening, and prescient.  Two state solutions were in fact possible a century ago.  They remain possible today.  Moreover and finally: With all due acknowledgement of the historical differences between the two situations, Luxemburg’s analysis of the Ottoman Empire suggests that closer consideration of the contemporary conflict between Israel and the Palestinians might well lead us to a quite different – equally Luxemburgian – approach to the issue at hand.
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