The Russian Revolution Experience and the Validity of the Marxist Thought: Luxemburg and Kautsky’s ideas.

By Pablo Slavin

Introduction:

Through the XXth century, the USSR was featured as an example of the real socialism, receiving the praise of the communist sectors that campaigned around the world showing the model’s achievements in the scientific, economic and cultural fields. But also, even those who attacked the model agreed with communists in qualifying the system as a finished version of ‘Marx’s ideas’.

It is very clear that the Russian experiment established was an attempt that challenged Marx and Engels’ predictions, who have claimed that Socialism could only emerge as the result of the contradictions of a capitalist production system that would have accomplished its aims. 

Lenin himself used to mock, in 1905, those who intended to carry out a socialist revolution in Russia. In his book “Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution” he stated:

“Marxists are absolutely convinced of the bourgeois character of the Russian Revolution. What does this mean? It means that the democratic changes in the political regime and the social and economic changes which have become necessary for Russia do not in themselves imply the undermining of capitalism, the undermining of bourgeois domination; on the contrary, they will for the first time, properly clear the ground for a wide and rapid (…)development of capitalism, they will for the first time, make it possible for the bourgeoisie to rule as class (…) The degree of Russia´s economic development (an objective condition), and the degree of class-consciousness and organization of the broad masses (a subjective condition inseparably bound up with the objective condition), make immediate and complete emancipation of the working class impossible. Only the most ignorant people can close their eyes to the bourgeois nature of the revolution which is now taking place…”
Also Antonio Gramsci, the ‘father’ of the Italian communism, briefly wrote after the Russian revolution in his article The revolution against ‘The Capital’, that the revolution that Bolsheviks intended was not only carried out against the capital (as an economic system), but also was against The Capital, Marx’s work, because the goals they were after in those conditions implied contradicting the principles of dialectic materialism.

Nowadays everyone knows that what the Marxist’ orthodoxy predicted happened in the end, and that the extreme revolutionary measures adopted at the beginnings of the Russian experience had to be slowly abandoned. 

In those first years of the revolution, Lenin admitted that being able to transform Russia into a State Capitalism, meant a great step forward, opposed to the bare development of the forces of production in which they found themselves. He even came to identify socialism with electrification, which proved Lenin`s practicality; but at the same time, the real ideological corruption the Stalinism implied, capable of establishing, in 1936, a Constitution in which he declared having achieved socialist production relationships in the USSR. 
From the ideological point of view, the consequence of this distortion was obvious: everything was altered. The so-called Marx’s defenders around the world introduced him as the father of this “socio-economic freak”.
Even the intellectuals who admitted the faults, inequalities, bureaucratic abuses and totalitarian character of the Stalinist dictatorship justified and defended the support of the soviet communism, claiming that it represented a barrier to the American imperialism.
Besides, mostly in underdeveloped countries, the fact that it exists a whole movement that declared itself anti-imperialist and a defender of the interventionist and statist politics was usually identified as ‘the left” gave place to a major confusion.
Once again, the right helped promoting the idea that socialism was a synonym for state interventionism and of confrontations with any form of liberalism, without distinguishing between economy and politics.  
In this way bourgeois democracy appeared rejected by those who presented themselves as progressives, by confusing the dictatorship of the proletariat with dictatorship, in some cases of a party and in others of a leadership that arrogated to popular will. 
The persecutions that those degenerating experiments received from the ‘Yankee’ imperialism helped confusing those who, in spite of the flagrant deformations they noticed, felt emotionally obliged to defend them to show their opposition to Washington’s’ politic. Countries such as Cuba, China and so many others in America, Africa or Asia, presented as socialist totalitarian governments, with features closer to fascism than to a progressive change. 
Every form of populism in Latin America frequently headed by militaries with records of being related to fascism (such as Perón in Argentina) and of agitating the masses, appeared as the new leaders of left regimes. This has been the case in Argentina, one of the reasons why the Socialist’s Political Party – which until the beginning of 1940 had been a Political Party of great influence – begun to lose all [political] representation. Today it is almost impossible to find in Argentina a political party that represents the ideas of the Marxist and democratic left. 
The fall of the soviet model was also distorted. 
The imperialist right, jumping from joy, promoted it was a clear demonstration of Marx’s’ ideas failure. The apparently faithful followers of the communist ideology accepted this truth standing astonished at the fall of the Berlin wall, and assuming that Marx ideas had lost relevance. 
But, is it true that the Marxist theory is no longer relevant?
Most of the intellectuals that have declared themselves from ‘the left’, believed so. 

We have to accept that we owe this to the lack of correct spreading of Marx’s theory. It has been much easier the propaganda of the pseudo revolutionary gestures of a Che Guevara in Bolivia, than the thorough study of dialectic materialism, capitalist development, or the examination of the current situation of productive forces and the changes that were taking place in the production relations.  
We need to be honest and admit that the problem lies not only in the corruption of that extreme revolutionary left that presented as socialism any means of accumulation done through a Totalitarian State. It is necessary to assume that Social democracy has lost its bearings in many opportunities, and for different reasons has accepted to celebrate agreements with sectors on the right, endured national politics of imperial type within their countries, lean on wars of conquest –as the Labor English government did in Irak-, or adopted neoliberal adjustment methodologies imposed by the IMF and the European Central Bank facing the current capitalist crisis – e.g. Greece, Spain and Portugal-. 

We consider it is essential to go back to an orthodox socialist line of thought, which is progressive, sensible and democratic. We have to go back to the sources, to contrast theory with practice.

The Russian revolution’ frustration, foreshadowed by many social democratic’ theorists, far from being the consequence of the failure of historic materialism is a clear demonstration of its relevance. 
This is why we consider essential to analyze thoroughly the vision of the most important representatives of Social democracy, such as Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky. Not because we intend to do a simple historic study, but for we are convinced that their overall comprehension and use of the historic materialism method allowed them to understand the reality they had to face, and be ahead of the difficulties and challenges that the same reality offered. 
In the following pages we will contrast their ideas concerning the possibility of a socialist revolution in Russia, its limits and challenges, as well as the consequences it might involve. 
The necessity of a ‘global revolution’
The burst of the Russian revolution found Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Kautsky in absolutely conflicting positions. The conciliatory approach assumed by the latter, who was at the time the higher leader of the SPD, turned out unacceptable for a tireless polemicist as Rosa Luxemburg, who was not ready to make the tiniest concession towards the centrist sectors of the political Party.  Since 1910, the break-up between them was definitive.
However, those differences did not prevent them from having multiple coincidences when analyzing the phenomenon that was taking place in Russia. 
Kautsky defended the same democratic values that our author did. Also, as he had done in his early papers against Bernstein, he shared with Luxemburg the belief that democracy alone is not capable of erasing class’ contradictions or preventing a political and social revolution, which is considered as an inevitable tendency. What is more, they both agreed that the material conditions to change into socialism existed in some Europe countries, but not in Russia. This is how Kautsky explains it when talking about the possibility of socialism: 
“And we do not need to set that date in a far future. In a series of industrial States the material and ideological conditions of socialism seems to be sufficiently ready. The issue of the political supremacy of the proletariat is just a matter of power, especially of the unification of the proletariat for certain class’ fight. However, Russia is not among those leading industrial States. What is in question actually is the last bourgeois revolution, and not the first socialist revolution. This is proved clearer each time. Their actual revolution could only have acquired a more socialist character if it had coincided with a European socialist revolution.”

Kautsky does not deny the importance of the Russian revolution and, as Rosa Luxemburgo and Lenin himself, connects its success as a socialist revolution with the triumph of other revolutions in the leading industrial countries. The same idea was exposed by Rosa Luxemburg in a paper of August 1917 titled Burning issues of our time, where analyzing the connection between the First World War and the Russian revolution, she assures that:  
“… the destiny of the Russian Revolution is even more fatally condemned to the world war than what it looks at first sight. The fall of the czarist regime, which was in the liberal conception the ultimate target of the Russian Revolution, is nothing more, surely, tan its brief prologue.  As long as the phase of development of capitalism as a whole, Revolution could not held back, in its logical progression, with its present acquisitions, in which the cretinism of Europe’s’ public opinion, including the social-democracy, wished to stop it. Its natural tendency pushes it towards a general classes’ fight in the centre of the Russian society in which the main role will be performed, naturally, by the most radical and progressive class, the industrial proletariat. The purpose of this development is, inevitably, the dictatorship of the socialist proletariat. (…) But it is in that moment when the fatal outcome of the Russian Revolution begins. The dictatorship of the proletariat in Russia is condemned to a memorable defeat unless an international proletariat revolution is capable of supporting it, compared to which the outcome of the Paris Commune would be a simple child’s game.”

Our author is conscious that revolution cannot be taken as an isolated event, but instead it should be analyzed in the context of the phase of development of ‘capitalism as a whole’. Capitalism, as a mode of production, constitutes a whole, and in that way it should be overcome. Socialism is international, and not a local phenomenon. That is why the triumph of Russian experience is entirely related to the success of revolution in the most developed countries (‘…unless an international proletariat revolution is capable of supporting it…’). 
In this way, the greatest Rosa Luxemburg’s biographer, Peter Nettl, states that: 

“…Rosa Luxemburg had announced from her German prison the total dependence of the Russian Revolution towards the other revolutions. To succeed, the revolution had to light the revolutionary spark in other areas, mainly in Germany. This was the key.”

To back up his position, Nettl rescues a letter written by Rosa Luxemburg to her friend Luise Kautsky the 24th of November 1917: 
“Are you happy with the Russians? Naturally they won’t be able to survive in that coven, not because the statistics point out that the Russian economic development is very small, as your smart husband says, but because Western social democracy, highly developed, is constituted of miserable and unfortunate cowards that  will keep staring quietly and leave the Russians bleed to death.”

It may be deduced from this letter an accusation of automatism or mechanistic view towards Kautsky (‘not because the statistics point out that the Russian economic development is very small, as your smart husband say’) that, we think, it is unfair with him, and does not correspond with what Kautsky really thought, as the paragraphs previously quoted show. We understand that the difference between them, on this topic, has to do with the tactics to use in a particular moment, and not to genuine theoretical issues. Both of them, starting from a consequent dialectic materialistic analysis, were conscious of the minimum social economical development of Russia, and therefore of the impossibility of “jumping” from there to socialism. Luxemburg and Kautsky were convinced that only an international socialist revolution could allow Russia getting closer to the construction of a socialist system. 
However, the differences between them appear when judging the path and exact character the Russian Revolution should follow. 

‘Bourgeois’ or ‘socialist’ revolution?
In line with the declarations quoted from August 1917 (‘The fall of the czarist regime, which was in the liberal conception the ultimate target of the Russian Revolution, is nothing more, surely, than its brief prologue’), Rosa Luxemburg confesses, in the first pages of her paper Critic of the Russian Revolution, that she is.  
“…against doctrinaire theory, which Kautsky shares with the Social democratic party in power, according to which Russia, as an economically undeveloped and essentially agricultural  country, would not be mature enough for the social revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat. (To) this theory, that considers licit in Russia exclusively a bourgeois revolution… (…), Russian revolution should have stopped in the first stage. The fact of having made progress, of aiming to a dictatorship of the proletariat, would mean, according to that theory, a mere mistake from the radical wing of the Russian workers movement, from the Bolsheviks, and all the misfortune that the revolution put up with during the following events, all the mess it was victim of, would only be due to this fatal nonsense..”
 
Rosa Luxemburg accuses Kautsky of claiming that the Russian revolution should have stopped in the first stage; in other words, aspiring only to a bourgeois revolution. Our author insists in the necessity that the revolution has to be something continuous and permanent – coinciding with Trotsky’s famous thesis – and that for the triumph of socialism in Russia it was an essential requirement the socialist revolution to occur in the more developed countries such as Germany. However, we do not consider that Luxemburg was unaware or denied that in Russia the objective material conditions for a socialist revolution were not present at the time. The fact that she confesses that absence of conditions could be overcome by an international revolution, only confirms her clear comprehension of the Russian’s reality. 
We are sure that Luxemburg followed the classical interpretation of Marx and Engels, understanding that the material conditions, i.e. the degree of development achieved by the productive forces, constitute the essential element without which it would be impossible to change from a capitalist social economic structure to a socialist one, that it is not possible to skip stages. From the polemic with Bernstein, going through her economy classes (known as Introduction to Politic Economy) and her master piece The Accumulation of Capital, Rosa Luxemburg always knew how to get the dialectic relation between the social-economic structure and the politic-legal superstructure. Without falling in schematic and deterministic positions that forget the subjective factor of the revolutionary action, she firmly insisted on the necessity of counting with a highly developed economic basement. As Isabel Loureiro perfectly points out, with whom we completely agree in this point, ‘the notion of totality is the main concept of dialectic’ in Rosa Luxemburg, and it is why those interpretations of her thought as a pretended economism  should be dismissed. 
“…Rosa Luxemburg moves away from reformism that, only having eyes for the present, with its integration mechanisms of the working class to capitalism, waits quietly the outcome of the historic laws, as well as from voluntarism that, seeing only the socialist future, is forgetting the objective process of history. Rosa Luxemburg`s political theory is an always tense attempt, sometimes well and sometimes wrongly understood, in case of keeping the balance between those poles, in other words, if considering at the same time history in its evolutionary process, and the revolutionary intervention in process.  .”

Let’s go back to Rosa Luxemburg’s critic to Kautsky. Did not she share the essential points expressed by him? Did Luxemburg agree in trying a socialist revolution in Russia, as the Bolsheviks intended?  
In her master piece Critic to the Russian Revolution, our author says that the Mensheviks, by affirming the bourgeois character of the revolution, did not understood that it was a major mistake to privilege the support to bourgeois sectors, instead of choosing the army and the peasants, as the Bolsheviks had correctly done.  She was convinced that the revolution of March 1917 was the continuation and complementation of the one started in 1905, and only the proletariat as leading class, in alliance with the army and the country people, would be capable of frustrating a counter-revolution and saving the democratic model.
“In this situation corresponds to the Bolshevik’s current the historic merit of having proclaimed and chased from the beginning with avid coherence that tactic, the only one that could save democracy and push forward the revolution. All power exclusively in hands of the working and country masses, in hand of the soviets: this is, in facts, the only way out from the difficulties in which the revolution had felled...The revolution was liberated from the impasse and had a free pass for the following clear development.   
(…) The concrete situation of the Russian revolution reduces to a few months the next alternative: victory of the counter-revolution or dictatorship of the proletariat, Kaledin
 or Lenin. (…)

The Russian revolution in this case only confirms the fundamental teaching of every great revolution, which vital law is to move forward with extreme hurry and decision, beating strongly all obstacles and always considering subsequent ambitions, or being quickly rejected backwards from weak starting positions, to be lately crashed by the counter-revolution.”

  Rosa Luxemburg praises the Bolsheviks for their will to continue the fight, for moving forward, for having socialism and the dictatorship of the proletariat as immediate targets.
“The Bolsheviks immediately considered as target of this gain of power, a huge revolutionary program; not any reinforcement of bourgeois democracy, but a dictatorship of the proletariat with view to the realization of socialism. This way, they conquered the everlasting merit of being the firsts to proclaim, as immediate program of practical politics, the final objectives of socialism. 
(…) All the honor and capacity for revolutionary action missing in the occidental social democracy, found its expression in the Bolsheviks. The October’ insurrection did not only represent the real salvation of the Russian revolution, but also the rehab of international socialism. ”
 

Rosa Luxemburg’s critic to Kautsky and the Mensheviks is to take up the distinction that the German and English liberal did between a first ‘good’ French revolution, and a ‘bad’ second one, leaded by the Jacobins. At such an apparent dilemma, the Mensheviks “…pretended to preserve the ‘bourgeois character’ in the Russian revolution, present in its first stage…”
 The Bolsheviks, according to our author, may have acted as true revolutionaries, when trying a socialist transformation in Russia. 
But was Rosa Luxemburg right? Which was the merit of setting goals that she accepted as unattainable considering the material conditions that were present in Russia? 
“Once the power is gained, the proletariat will not be capable of taking Kautsky’s good advice and quitting to socialist transformation under pretext of the ‘countries immaturity’, and simply dedicate to democracy, without betraying itself, the International, and the revolution. It has the duty and obligation of undertaking socialist measures in the most vigorous, inflexible and brutal way, in other words, exert the dictatorship, but dictatorship of class, not of a party or gang, dictatorship of class, with the greatest publicity, with the most active and free participation of the popular masses, in a regime of unlimited democracy.”

Although we share Rosa Luxemburg’s defense of an unlimited democracy, we understand that her illusion of building a socialist society makes her to fall into some mistakes and contradictions. 
In the first place, we do not consider correct her accusation to Kautsky of wanting to ‘preserve the bourgeois character’ of the revolution. What he was considering was the impossibility of performing in Russia a socialist transformation in view of the inexistence of the necessary conditions for economical and social development.  And this is acknowledged by Rosa Luxemburg, for example, when she asserts: 
“Here it is what is essential and everlasting of the Bolshevik’s politics. In this sense its everlasting merit is having placed in the avant-garde of international proletariat with the political power conquest and having formulated in practice the problem of the realization of socialism, contributing powerfully to the score settling between capital and work around the world. In Russia the problem could only be presented. It could not be solved there…”

If ‘the problem could not be solved there’; which was the Bolsheviks’ merit of trying to jump to socialism in Russia?
Rosa Luxemburg was convinced that the Bolshevik experiment, although it would not be enough to achieve socialism without the support of the international revolution, it could set the foundations for the construction of a superior democracy, while at the same time it served as school for future revolutions, which would not be far from happen.  That is why it was so important for her that the Bolshevik revolution, when installing the dictatorship of the proletariat, did not abandon the bourgeois democratic’ principles, but instead add to them the principles of a socialist democracy. 
Convinced on the necessity of an international revolution leaded by the most developed countries, like Germany, for the triumph of socialism, and conscious of the unlikeness of that occurring, Rosa Luxemburg considered that the best way of saving democracy in Russia was to continue with the revolution, and do not stop it in the ‘first stage’. For her to ‘stop’ meant to ‘go backwards’. The dangers that a triumph of the counter-revolution would imply to the future of socialism, would be greater than the difficulties of facing the Bolsheviks. Even failing in their aim of reaching socialism, the Bolshevik’s experience should be useful as ‘school’ to teach the international proletariat in the future fights. The ‘revolutionary praxis’ was the most appropriate answer to those conditions. Recovering the democratic values is the only way of keeping the revolution ‘alive’ and getting the best results from it. 
Her defense and support for the Russian revolution is essential in her belief that every fight implies a progress itself for the proletariat’ cause:
“…in general is a despicable captain that who does not give battle unless he is sure to have victory in his pocket. If the revolutionaries had let themselves lead by those kind of maxims in the past, history would know neither revolution nor victory.
All strategy based on that principle would go against the basic laws of the proletariat classes’ battle. The proletariat cannot reunite its troops and increase its forces aiming to the final victory only by the test of fight. It must accept defeat and the alternatives that such a battle implies. A great combat, ending either with victory or defeat, leads to progresses regarding lucidity and to historic experiences in a greater amount than thousands of propaganda’ leaflets or thousands of meetings in calmed periods…

The path of Revolution:
We are convinced that the questioning, from Rosa Luxemburgo as well as from Karl Kautsky, was not headed for the Russian revolution itself but to the form that it was adopting in the hands of the Bolsheviks. They both rejected the requisite of planting a dictatorship (in the bourgeois sense of the concept) as the only solution for the construction of socialism. Kautsky closes his piece The Dictatorship of the Proletariat, stating that. 
“The dictatorship, as a way of government is understandable in Russia, as anarchy used to be in Bakunin. But to understand does not mean to recognize, we have to reject one and the other.  The dictatorship does not show itself as a socialist power that arises to power in a State against the majority of the population and that uses it to assure power, but instead as a means to impose assignments above the forces and in which solution it gets exhausted and roughs out; reason why it does nothing more than understanding easily the idea of socialism, not fomenting its progresses and instead stopping them. 
Fortunately, a crumple of the dictatorship does not necessary mean the collapse of the revolution. This will only occur if the Bolshevik dictatorship was a simple prologue of a bourgeois dictatorship.  The essential conquests of the revolution would be safe if it is possible to replace in time the dictatorship with democracy.”

In the same path, Rosa Luxemburg asserts that:
“Everything that happens in Russia is understandable (…) It would be asking  supernatural things from Lenin and his companions, in such circumstances, to be able to create magically the best democracy, the most representative of the dictatorships of the proletariat and a blossomed economy. (…) The danger begins when, transforming necessity into virtue, crystallize in theory the tactic to which they where drove into by these fatal circumstances and pretend recommending it as a model to imitate by the international proletariat, as the model of the socialist tactic.”

They were both aware of the limits that the Russian socio-economic reality imposed to the revolutionaries to build socialism; equally they understood many of the authoritarian measures they should have adopted.  In spite of this they did not accept those measures to be raised to the category of revolution’ rules, because they had a clear notion of the problems it would engage. 
Kautsky does not assure that the Bolshevik’ dictatorship had a bourgeois character, but he points out that the danger of it constituting the ‘simple prologue’ of a dictatorship of this kind. This is why his advice ‘to replace in time the dictatorship with democracy’ as a way to ‘save the essential conquests of the revolution’. These concepts from Kautsky, expose a critical backup towards the revolution that was taking place in Russia, what we do not consider contradictory when affirming that the Bolshevik dictatorship did not represent the ideals of the dictatorship of the proletariat that Marx and Engels referred to.
Kautsky’s critics to the Bolshevik’s revolution repeat in his text Terrorism and Communism in 1919. Also there, in a practically absolute coincidence with Rosa Luxemburg, he states: 
“History does not repeat itself. A government that has as an objective something that cannot be achieved in the actual conditions can fail in two different ways. It ends falling if it grabs strongly to a program. It is capable of sustaining if it modifies its program, and ends abandoning it. For the cause the result is the same by one or the other procedure. Now, for the people the situation varies a lot if they keep the State power in their hands or if they fell defeated in enemy’s hands.(…)

It is not impossible that at the same time that in Russia the communist experience fails, the Bolsheviks transforms and saves as a governmental party. The trip has already started. As legitimate realistic politics, the Bolsheviks have developed in a high degree during their government, the art of adapting to the demands of life.
Originally, they defended a National Assembly chosen by universal suffrage, and as soon as it opposed to their intentions they dissolved it. They were vigorous enemies of the death penalty, and have planted a bloody governmental regime. After abandoning politic democracy they defended democracy enthusiastically inside the proletariat. Later they instituted a highly defined personal dictatorship. They eliminated piecework and introduced it again. At first they said their target was to destroy the military and bureaucratic apparatus of the antique State, and replace it by a new one. (…) They wanted the class equality, and have created new class differentiations; they have created a class below the proletariat, they have transformed that class into a privilege one and have placed above it a privilege group with great performance …”

Kautsky offers a magnificent description of the path the Bolshevik revolution was taking; how the initial objectives where abandoned one by one; how between the theory described by Lenin and Trotsky, and the revolutionary praxis, an abysm was opening. Democracy was getting more limited, until finally disappearing; and the permanent army and the bureaucratic apparatus of the State were getting stronger; the classes’ differences, instead of being erased, were deeper. They were just in 1919; Stalin had not gained control of power yet. 
We need to pay special attention to Kautsky’s words regarding the options for a government that – as the Bolshevik one – should be in charge of taking control of a State when the social economic conditions are not sufficiently mature – according to Marx’s classical analysis- to build socialism. What can this government do then? Kautsky assures that it faces to options, both negative: either it embraces the ‘program’, and therefore assures its failure by not being able of accomplishing it; or it abandons the ‘program’ to ‘save the government’ and, by choosing that path, goes to an even worst  (we believe) failure. This is what the experience of the Soviet Union during the XXth century leaves us. Its survival as a self-named representative of real socialism, did nothing more than confusing several generations, that identify, wrongly, Marxism and Socialism with the totalitarian regime that rules in the USSR.  With bad intentions in some cases, and with lack of knowledge in others, Marx and Engels were introduced as responsible of every crime and abuse performed by the Stalinism. 
That is why nowadays, for the lefts’ strengths, for a socialist party that prices as such, it is basic to revisit Rosa Luxemburg’s words, and enlighten what happened in the soviet experience and its relation – or not- with the theory developed by Marx and Engels. With the same importance, to study and know the degree of development reached by the productive forces of the current capitalism, it is an essential necessity when setting the possible objectives, and not mere wishes that are only useful to increase people’s frustration when noticing that the targets fixed are barely utopias. 
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