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The discussion on Rosa Luxemburg’s theories of imperialism has mainly focused on the economic argument -  the schemes of reproduction,  the process of circulation,  the need for “external” markets,  etc.  There is however another dimension,  at least as important :  the struggle of imperialism against pre-capitalist economies,  the ruthless destruction of “natural” and peasant economies,  many of them being forms  of primitive communism.   Luxemburg’s  interest for primitive communist societies is documented by her Introduction to Political Economy  and the imperialist war against them is discussed both in this work and  in the last chapters of The Accumulation of Capital.  A wholly original approach to the evolution of social formations, running counter to linear “progressive” views of bourgeois ideology, is outlined in these reflections.   Present indigenous struggles e.g. in Latin America, against multinational oil or mining companies, illustrate the topicality of Rosa Luxemburg’s argument in the 21th century. 


A rarely discussed  aspect of Luxemburg’s economic writings is her passionate interest in pre-capitalist communities. Let us start with  her Introduction to Political Economy ( Einführung in die Nationalökonomie),  a  work published by Paul Levi in 1925  (Luxemburg, 1951). The manuscript was drafted in prison in 1914-1915, based on notes from her course in political economics at the school of the German Social Democratic Party (1907-1914). The text is doubtless unfinished, but it is astonishing all the same that the chapters devoted to primitive communist society and its dissolution take up more space than those devoted to market production and the capitalist economy together. This unusual way of approaching political economics is probably why this work has been neglected by most of the Marxist economists (Ernst Mandel, the author of the preface to the French edition, is an exception) and even by the biographers of Rosa Luxemburg (except for Paul Frölich). As for the Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin Institute of East Berlin, responsible for the re-edition of the text in 1951, it claims in its preface that the book is a “popular presentation of the fundamental features of the capitalist mode of production,” forgetting that almost half the book is devoted to pre-capitalist formations. In fact, the central theme of the book is  the analysis of social formation which she calls primitive communist societies—and their opposition to capitalist  market society.
   A wholly

 original approach to the evolution of social formations, running counter to linear  and evolutionist  “progressive” views, is outlined in this text.


What lies behind Luxemburg’s interest in so-called primitive communes? On the one hand, it is obvious that she seeks to use the very existence of such ancient communist societies as a tool to shake up and even destroy “the old notion of the eternal nature of private property and its existence from the beginning of the world. “(Die alte Vorstellung von der Ewigkeit des Privateigentums und seinem bestehen von Anbeginn der Welt).  It is because bourgeois economists cannot even conceive of communal property and cannot comprehend anything that does not resemble capitalist civilization that they stubbornly refuse to recognize the historical phenomenon of communities. On the other hand, Luxemburg sees primitive communism as a precious historical reference point for criticizing capitalism, for unveiling its irrational, reified, anarchic character, and for bringing to light the radical opposition between use value and exchange value. (Luxemburg, 1955, 513). 
 Luxemburg’s aim, then, is to find and “save” everything in the primitive past that may prefigure modern socialism, at least up to a point.


Like Marx and Engels, Luxemburg looked closely at  the writings of the  historian Georg Ludwig von Maurer on the ancient Germanic commune (Mark); like them, she marveled at the democratic and egalitarian functioning of this  communist formation and at its social transparency: 

One cannot imagine anything simpler and more harmonious (Harmonischeres) than the economic system of the ancient German communes (alten germanische Mark). The whole mechanism of social life is there in plain view. A rigorous plan and a robust organization frame the activity of each member and integrate him as an element of the whole. The immediate needs of daily life and their equal satisfaction for all, such is the point of departure and the destination of this organization. All work together for all and decide together about everything.

From where does this all flow and on what is based this organization and the power of the whole over the singular ?  It is nothing else as communism at the soil and earth,  in other words,  the common property of the main means of production by the workers”  ( Luxemburg,  1955, 580). 


Luxemburg highlights the features of this communitarian formation that oppose it to capitalism and make it in certain respects humanly superior to modern bourgeois civilization: “Two thousand years ago and more (…) then, among the Germanic peoples there reigned a state of affairs fundamentally different from the current situation. No State with written and constraining laws, no split  between rich and poor, between masters and workers.” (Luxemburg,  1955, 501).


Relying on the work of the Russian historian Maxime Kovalevsky, in whom Marx had been quite interested earlier on, Luxemburg stresses the universality of the agrarian commune as a general form of human society at a certain stage of its development, a stage one finds among American Indians, the Incas, and the Aztecs as well as among the Kabyls, African tribes, and the Hindus. The Peruvian example seems most significant, and here too she cannot refrain from suggesting a comparison between the Inca Marca and “civilized” society: “The modern art of being exclusively nourished by the work of others and making of leisure the attribute of power, was foreign to this social organization in which common property and the general obligation to work constituted deeply rooted popular customs.” She thus manifests her admiration for “the incredible resistance of the Indian people and of the agrarian communist institutions of which, despite the conditions, vestiges have been preserved right into the 19th century. (Luxemburg,  1955,  584,  601)  Some twenty years later, the eminent Peruvian Marxist thinker José Carlos Mariategui advanced a thesis that presented striking convergences with Luxemburg’s ideas, though he was very probably unacquainted with her remarks on Peru: to win over the peasant masses, modern socialism has to look to the indigenous traditions that go back to Incan communism.


The most important author in this area was,  for Luxemburg as for Marx and Engels,  the American anthropologist Lewis Morgan. Starting from his classic work Ancient Society (1877), she went further than Marx and Engels, developing an entire grandiose vision of history, a heterodox conception of the age-old evolution of humanity, in which contemporary civilization “with its private property, its class domination, its masculine domination, its constraining State and marriage” appears as a mere parenthesis, a transition between primitive communist society and the communist society of the future. The revolutionary idea of the link between past and future lies at the heart of this visionary perspective: 

“The noble tradition (adelige Überlieferung) of the remote past thus held out a hand to the revolutionary aspirations of the future, the circle of knowledge closed harmoniously, and, in this perspective, the present  world of class domination and exploitation, which claimed to be the nec plus ultra of civilization (Kultur), the supreme goal of universal history, was no longer anything but a miniscule and transitory stage on the great civilizational forward march (Kulturvormarsch) of humanity “ (Luxemburg,  1955,  523)


From this standpoint, the European colonization of Third World peoples struck Luxemburg as a fundamentally inhuman and socially destructive enterprise. The English occupation of India was a revealing case in point: it ravaged and shattered the traditional communist agrarian structures, with tragic consequences for the peasantry. Rosa Luxemburg shared Marx’s conviction that imperialism brings economic progress to colonized nations, even if it does so “by the ignoble methods of a class society (niederträchtigen Methoden einer Klassengesellschaft) (Luxemburg,  1955,  634) .  Still, while Marx, without concealing his indignation at such methods, emphasized the economically progressive role of the railways introduced by England into India, Luxemburg placed greater stress on the socially harmful consequences of capitalist “progress”: 

The old ties were broken, the peaceful isolation of communism apart from the world was shattered and replaced by quarrels, discord, inequality, and exploitation  (Hader,  Zwietracht,  Ungleichheit und Ausbeutung) . This produced huge latifundia (latifundien) on the one hand,  an enormous mass of millions of farmers without means  (mitelloser bäuerlicher Pächter) on the other. Private property celebrated its entrance into India, and with it typhus, hunger, and scurvy, which became permanent guests on the plains of the Ganges  (Luxemburg,  1955,  509).


This difference from Marx probably corresponds to a distinct historical stage that allowed a new way of looking at colonized countries, but it is also the expression of Luxemburg’s particular sensitivity to the social and human qualities of primitive communities.


This argument is developed not only in the Introduction to Political Economy , but also in The Accumulation of Capital, where Luxemburg again criticizes the historical role of English colonialism and expresses outrage at the criminal scorn that the European conquerors displayed toward the old system of irrigation. Capital, in its blind unbridled greed, “is incapable of seeing far enough to recognise the value of the economic monuments of an older civilisation”; colonial politics provoked the decline of this traditional system, and as a result, starting in 1867, famine began to claim millions of victims in India. As for French colonization in Algeria, she saw it as characterized by a systematic and deliberate attempt at destruction and dislocation of communal property, leading to the economic ruin of the indigenous population  (Luxemburg,  1951, 376, 380)


In chapter XXVII,   The struggle against natural economy,  of The Accumulation of Capital,  she shows that  all European colonialist enterprises share a similar brutal  policy of uprooting pre-capitalist indigenous social structures  : 



       “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 the systematic destruction and annihilation of all the non-capitalist social units which obstruct its development.  (…)  Each new colonial expansion is accompanied,  as a matter or course,  by a relentless battle of capital against the social and economic ties of the natives,  who are also forcibly robbed of their means of production and labour power. “ (Luxemburg,  1951, 370)



  Marx had already denounced,  in the chapter on “Primitive Accumulation” from Capital,  the violence of colonial policies.  The new argument suggested by Rosa Luxemburg is that “primitive accumulation” is a permanent trait of imperialist expansion,  from the 16th century till now :


       “The accumulation of capital,  seen as an historical process,  employs force as a permanent weapon,  not only a its genesis,  but further down to the present day. (…)  The method of violence,  then,  is the immediate consequence of the clash between capitalism and the organizations of a natural economy which would restrict accumulation.  (…)  British policy in India and French policy in Algeria are the classical examples of the application of these methods by capitalism.”  (Luxemburg,  1951,  371)



While the main concept used by Luxemburg in this chapter,  and in most of the book,  to define these indigenous pre-capitalist structures, is  “natural economy”,  she also refers,  occasionnaly,  to communism,  as when describing “ the ancient  economic organizations of the Indians -  the communist village community”  which “had been preserved in their various forms throughout thousands of years,  in spite of all the political disturbances during their long history “  but were finally disrupted by British colonialism (Luxemburg,   1951, 371). Or,  when discussing the French colonial policy in Northern Africa,  which “persevered for fifty years in its systematic and deliberate efforts to destroy and disrupt communal property”,  but finally miscarried “because of the difficulties in substituting at one stroke  bourgeois private property for the ancient clan communism”.  (Luxemburg,  1951,  380, 384).

 
Most of the examples discuss European colonialism,  but she draws a parallel with the United States  expansionist policies and their cruel war against the indigenous communities : 

        “In 1825,  the Congress of the Union under Monroe had decided to transplant the Red Indians from the East to the West of the Mississipi.  The redskins put up a desperate resistance;  but all who survived the slaughter of forty Red Indian campaigns were swept away like so many rubbish and driven like cattle to the West to be folded in reservations like so many sheep”. (Luxemburg, 1951, 403)


Above and beyond any specific examples, Luxemburg denounced the entire colonial system—whether Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, English, American or German, in Africa,  Asia and the Americas. She adopted the viewpoint of the victims of capitalist modernization.  As she emphasizes in the Introduction to Political Economy : 
        “For primitive peoples, in the colonial countries where primitive communism once reigned, modern capitalism constitutes a sudden catastrophe, an unspeakable misfortune (unsägliches Unglück)  full of the most frightful suffering.”  (Luxemburg,  1955, 525)


       According to her, the struggle of the indigenous populations 

against the imperial metropolis admirably manifests the tenacious resistance of the old communist traditions against the avid quest for profits  brutally imposed by capitalist “Europeanization.”    The bourgeoisie  instinctively grasped a dark connection between this resistance of ancient communism and  “the new Evangile of the proletarian masses’” in Europe.   Thus,  the French National Assembly insisted,  in 1873 -  just a few years after the massacre of the Paris Commune – that ancient forms of communal property in Algeria must be annihilated,  because they “favour the development of communist tendencies in the spirits”.  (Luxemburg, 1955,  525,  661). Reading between the lines, one can discern here the idea of an alliance between the anticolonial struggle of the colonized peoples and the anticapitalist struggle of the modern proletariat as a revolutionary convergence between the old and the new communism.

Does this mean, as Gilbert Badia  -  the author of a remarkable biography of Rosa Luxemburg, and one of the rare scholars who has examined this aspect of her work critically - believes, that she presents the ancient structures of colonized societies in an excessively rigid “black-and-white contrast with capitalism”? According to Badia, Luxemburg contrasts the old communities, “endowed with every virtue and conceived as virtually immobile,” with the “destructive function of a capitalism that no longer has any progressive aspects whatsoever. We are far removed from the conquering bourgeoisie evoked by Marx in the Manifesto (Badia, 1975,  498, 501). 

These objections strike us as unjustified, for the following reasons: (1) Rosa Luxemburg did not conceive of the old communities as immobile or frozen; on the contrary, she shows their contradictions and transformations. She stresses that “through its own internal evolution, primitive communist society leads to inequality and despotism (Luxemburg,  1955,  632). (2) She does not deny the economically progressive role of capitalism, but she denounces the “ignoble” and socially regressive aspects of capitalist colonization. (3) While she highlights the most positive aspects of primitive communism, in contrast with bourgeois civilization, she does not fail to point out its flaws and limitations: locally restricted outlooks, a low level of labor productivity and of development toward civilization, helplessness in the face of nature, brutal violence, a permanent state of war between communities, and so on  (Luxemburg,  585-586).   (4) In fact, Luxemburg’s approach is very different from the one Marx adopted in his 1848 hymn to the bourgeoisie; in contrast, it is very close to the spirit of chapter 31 of Capital (“Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist”), where Marx describes the “barbarities” and “atrocities” of European colonization.


Furthermore, on the topic of the Russian rural commune, Luxemburg’s view is much more critical than Marx’s. Taking Engels’s analysis of the late-19th century decline of the obschtchina as her starting point, she highlights the historical limits of traditional communities in general, and the need to surpass them. 
   Then, looking toward the future, she parts company from the Russian populists , insisting on “the fundamental difference between the worldwide socialist economy (sozialistischen Weltwirtschaft) of the future and the primitive communist groups of prehistory  (Luxemburg,  1955, 575).


Be that as it may, Luxemburg’s writings on this theme are much more than an erudite glance at economic history: they suggest another way of conceiving of the past and the present, of social historicity, progress, and modernity. By confronting capitalist industrial civilization with humanity’s communitarian past, Rosa Luxemburg breaks with linear evolutionism, positivist “progressivism,” and all the banally “modernizing” interpretations of Marxism that prevailed in her day.


  Present indigenous struggles e.g. in Latin America, against multinational oil or mining companies, illustrate the topicality of Rosa Luxemburg’s argument in the 21th century.   Are the indigenous communities in Chiapas,  Mexico,  in  the Andean mountains of Peru,  Bolivia and Equador,  or in the Amazonian forests of Peru and  Brazil  remnants of “primitive communism” ?  In any case,  it is in the name of their communal traditions,  and their forms of collective social and economic organization,  in harmony with their natural environment,  that they – as well as their sisters in other continents – fight against the destructive endeavours,  in the name of “growth”,  “modernization” or “progress”,  of local or multinational agro-business enterprises,  oil companies and big cattle ranchers.  The resistance  of peasant and indigenous communities against brutal and violent forms of permanent primitive accumulation continues in our days…
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� The copy which I’m using here has a curious history.  It is a selection of writings by Rosa Luxemburg published by the « Marx-Engels-Lenin-Stalin Institut beim ZK der SED »,  with a preface by Wilhelm Pieck,  the Stalinist leader of the GDR,  followed by introductions of Lenin and Stalin,  emphasizing the various  « errors » of the Jewish/Polish/German revolutionary.  I bought this copy in a used book-shop in Tel-Aviv, and discovered that it had a handwritten dedication with the following words : “Sorry,  we couldn’t find an edition of R.L. Works without these superfluous ‘introduction’.  With kindest regards,  Tamara and Isaac. Throttle Green,  25 August 1957”.  Obviously,  the authors of the inscription were Tamara and Isaac Deutscher.  





�  As Ernst Mandel notes in his Preface to the French translation, “the explanation of the fundamental differences between an economy based on the production of use values, destined to satisfy the needs of production, and an economy based on the production of goods, takes up most of the book.” (E.Mandel, “Preface,” in Luxemburg, 1970, xviii).





� All translations from the Einführung are my own.  There exists an English translation of parts of the Introduction to Political Economy  in a  U.S. published  400-page Rosa Luxemburg Reader ( Monthly Review Press ,  2004), edited by Kevin B. Anderson and Peter Huddis.   Huddis is also the author of an interesting essay on the Non-Western World in Rosa Luxemburg writings,  which focuses mainly on the differences between her and Marx on the Russian rural community.  See P Huddis,  2007. 





�  Luxemburg,  1955, 621 “With the Russian village community, the eventful destiny of primitive agrarian society reached its end; the circle was closed. In the beginning a spontaneous (naturwüchsiges)  product of social evolution, the best guarantee of a society’s economic progress and material and intellectual prosperity, the agrarian community (Markgenossenschaft) became an instrument of political and economic regression. The Russian peasant being whipped by members of his own community in the service of Tzarist absolutism is the cruelest historical criticism of the narrow limits of primitive communism and the most striking expression of the fact that the social form itself is also subjected to the dialectical rule: reason becomes nonsense, benefits become afflictions (Vernunft wird Unsinn,  Wohltat Plage).”  Peter Huddis essay from 2004  discusses the discrepancy  between  Luxemburg’s  critical view of the Russian community and the more favorable approach of Marx in his letter to Vera Zassulitsch (1881). 








