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Can Revolution be ‘Made’? Reflections on Luxemburg’s Mass Strike Pamphlet

By Peter Hudis

The great 19th century revolutionary August Blanqui once stated, in a remark sharply criticized by Marx, that “revolutions do not make themselves, they are made, and by a relatively small minority.”
 Rosa Luxemburg’s 1906 The Mass Strike, the Party, and the Trade Unions can be said to be the most important refutation of this Blanquist perspective ever to appear since Marx’s time. Luxemburg’s work sharply criticized both mainstream Marxists and anarchists for treating the mass strike as “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, be unclasped and used.”
 As she saw it, “It is just as impossible to ‘propagate the mass strike as an abstract means of struggle as it is to propagate the ‘revolution.’”
 She understood something that all too many radicals have failed to grasp: namely, that mass upsurges, like revolutions, are neither produced by political parties from above nor by the will of radical activists from below. They instead arise spontaneously, in response to specific historical and material conditions linked to the development of capitalism. The task of revolutionaries is to grasp, comprehend, and generalize such forms of resistance and to give them direction for creating a totally new society —not to pretend that such forms of resistance can be created or prevented by an act of revolutionary will. As she forcefully argued in the Mass Strike pamphlet, “They, the masses, will be the actual chorus,” while “the directing bodies”—whether they be political parties or individual activists—“will merely act as the ‘speaking parts,’ that is, will only be interpreters of the will of the masses.”

Luxemburg mainly directed these words against the reformist leaders of the German Social-Democratic Party for failing to grasp the importance for Western Europe of the phenomenon of the mass strike that was unleashed in the Russian Revolution of 1905. She definitely saw her task in 1906 as getting the international socialist movement to begin to “speak Russian.” The question I would like to raise is whether her Mass Strike pamphlet led her to also differentiate herself from such revolutionary tendencies as Lenin’s Bolsheviks. I especially ask this because of her comment: “Every real, great class struggle must rest upon the support and cooperation of the widest masses, and a strategy of class struggle which does not reckon with this cooperation, which is based upon the idea of the finely stage-managed march out of the small, well-trained part of the proletariat, is foredoomed to be a miserable fiasco.” 
 Did she have revolutionaries like Lenin in mind in writing, “In the mass strikes in Russia the element of spontaneity plays such a predominant part, not because the Russian proletariat are ‘uneducated’ but because revolutions do not allow anyone to play the schoolmaster with them”?
 

I raise this not to revisit an antiquated debate but to come to grips with a key conceptual problem that faces any effort at social transformation: namely, if revolutions are not “made” or propagated by an act of revolutionary will, how does one decide when to seize power? If revolution depends upon the ”support and cooperation of the widest masses,” what is the role of leftists in guiding the masses toward the decisive confrontation with capitalism? Do radicals have to wait passively for the masses to decide what to do on their own or do they have a critical role to play in hastening the final outcome? If it is the latter, what specific form of relation to the masses is needed?

Luxemburg spoke directly to these questions during the German Revolution of 1918-19. In “What Does the Spartacus League Want,” she stated: “The Spartacus League will also refuse to take power merely because Scheidemann-Ebert [the leaders of German Social Democracy] are going bankrupt and the independents, by collaborating with them, are in a dead-in street. The Spartacus League will never take governmental power except in response to the clear, unambiguous will of the great majority of the proletarian mass in all Germany, never except by the proletariat’s affirmation of the views, aims, and methods of the Spartacus League.”
 She was clearly distinguishing herself on this score from Lenin’s Bolsheviks, who seized power a year earlier in Russia without such majority proletarian support. Did her distinctive position on this issue flow from the standpoint that she had adopted a decade earlier in the Mass Strike pamphlet?

Relatively few commentators have asked this question, largely because the Mass Strike pamphlet clearly brought her closer to Lenin and the Bolsheviks on a critical issue: the role to be played by the proletariat in any future Russian Revolution. Luxemburg drew from the experience of 1905 that even though the immediate task facing backward Russia was the creation of a bourgeois liberal democracy, the class that needs to lead that effort, she held, is not the bourgeoisie but the proletariat. The creativity and militancy displayed by workers throughout Russia in 1904-06, in contrast to the weakness and vacillations displayed by the liberal bourgeoisie, made it clear to her that “The bourgeois revolution, in accordance with its formal tasks will, in the first place, be carried out by a modern class-conscious proletariat…It is not the bourgeoisie that is now the leading revolutionary element as in the earlier revolutions in the West…it is the class-conscious proletariat that is the leading and driving element.”
 The conception that the content of the next Russian Revolution would be bourgeois while its form would be proletarian was exactly the position that Lenin’s Bolsheviks adopted against the Mensheviks. It is therefore no accident that Luxemburg composed her Mass Strike pamphlet in a period when she was closest to Lenin, both politically and personally. 

This unity of perspective became evident at the 1907 Congress of Russian Social Democracy, held in London. Luxemburg there explicitly supported the Bolsheviks against the Mensheviks, arguing: “Once we conclude that the bourgeoisie in our revolution is not playing and cannot play the role of leader of the proletarian movement, then, in its very essence, it follows that their politics is counter-revolutionary, whereas we, in accordance with this, declare that the proletariat must look to itself not as an assistant of bourgeois liberalism [as the Mensheviks held] but as vanguard to the revolutionary movement, which defines its politics independent of all other classes…”

At the same time, Luxemburg was not uncritical of the Bolsheviks when it came to the role of revolutionary will and armed insurrection in “making” the revolution. She wrote, “True genuine Marxism is very far from a one-sided over-estimation of parliamentarism as well as from a mechanistic view of revolution and over-estimation of the so-called armed uprising. On this point my Polish comrades and I differ from the views of the Bolshevik comrades.” 

Yet what about the central argument of the Mass Strike pamphlet—that mass strikes are “an instinctive spontaneous form” that does not come out of any “preconceived plan and at the party’s word of command”? Lenin would not have disagreed with this in principle, since he denied that either mass strikes or revolutions are simply “commanded” by a party (one wishes that the “Leninists” knew as much). Nor he would he have disagreed in principle with her statement 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 Lenin later stated after the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917, “If the revolutionary party has no majority in the advanced contingents of the revolutionary classes and in the country, insurrection is out of the question.”

However, when Luxemburg moves on to criticize the notion that a revolution cannot succeed unless it is guided by a “disciplined” and centralized party apparatus, she takes aim at an important aspect of Lenin’s organizational theory. It seems to me that she has Lenin very much in mind when she writes that mass revolt cannot “be appraised by regular ‘direction’ and ‘training’ from the central committee of a party…they depend not so much upon ‘discipline’ and ‘training’ and upon the most carefully possible regulation beforehand.” She adds: “The overestimate and the false estimate of the role of organizations in the class struggle of the proletariat is generally reinforced by the underestimate of the unorganized proletarian mass and of their political maturity.”
 Notice her emphasis on the political maturity of the proletariat, which she identifies with the spontaneous development of a socialist consciousness among the masses.  She writes, “The most precious, because lasting, thing in this rapid ebb and flow [of the mass movement] is its mental sediment: the intellectual, cultural growth of the proletariat, which proceeds by fits and starts, and which offers an inviolable guarantee of their further irresistible progress in the economic as in the political struggle.”

This emphasis on the spontaneous intellectual growth of the proletariat, which is expressed several times in the Mass Strike pamphlet, gives greater weight to spontaneity in the development of class and social consciousness than does Lenin, who in What is to be Done? (1903) quoted with approval Kautsky’s view that such consciousness is brought to the masses from outside their struggles by the “scientific intelligentsia.” 

Prior to the Mass Strike pamphlet, in 1904, Luxemburg had critiqued the “idea of the finely stage-managed march out of the small, well-trained part of the proletariat” in explicitly criticizing Lenin’s overestimation of the role of a disciplined, centralized party apparatus. She wrote in “Organizational Questions of Russian Social-Democracy,” “The social democratic movement is the first in the history of class societies to be premised in its every aspect and in its whole development on the organization and independent direct action of the mass…It appears that Lenin underestimates this when he writes in his book that the revolutionary Social Democrat is really nothing but ‘the Jacobin indissolubly linked to the organization of the class conscious proletariat.’” Lenin fails to thereby grasp, she wrote, “the exhaustive distinctions between social democracy and Blanquism.”
 A few years after the Mass Strike pamphlet, in 1911, her critique of Lenin on this score became even sharper, as seen in a recently discovered manuscript entitled “Credo.” She wrote, “We felt obliged to stand up decisively against the organizational centralism of Lenin and his friends because they wanted to secure a revolutionary direction for the proletarian movement by swaddling the party, in a purely mechanistic fashion, with an intellectual dictator from the central party Executive.”

Viewed in the context of her development from 1904 to 1911, Luxemburg’s insistence in the Mass Strike that “revolutions do not allow anyone to play the schoolmaster with them” involves a critique not only of reformist but also of Leninist tendencies within Marxism, even though she supported Lenin and the Bolsheviks on the leading role of the proletariat in the Russian Revolution. Her experience in the 1905 Revolution and her effort to generalize its experience in the Mass Strike pamphlet so deepened her sensitivity to spontaneous forms of revolt that she insisted that one must never “assume governing power in any way other than through the clear, unambiguous will of the great majority of the proletarian mass,” as she put it in 1918.

The problem that this raises is how to realize this perspective when faced with an actual pre-revolutionary situation. Even though Lenin too had argued “if the revolutionary party has no majority in the advanced contingents of the revolutionary classes and in the country, insurrection is out of the question,” in its actual practice the Third International under Lenin promoted a slew of efforts to seize state power without such majority support in the working class in East and Central Europe when faced with the desperate need to avoid Russia’s encirclement. This was most tragically seen in the German Communist Party’s aborted putsch attempts in 1921 and 1923, which Luxemburg’s closest followers, such as Paul Levi opposed (and who were subsequently rewarded for their criticisms by being thrown out of the communist movement). 

It is no exaggeration to say that the fundamental dilemma faced by the Left in the years immediately during and after the Russian Revolution—how to move towards the revolutionary conquest of power on the basis of direct support from the great mass of the oppressed rather than trying to seize power behind their backs—remains the fundamental problem that continues to haunt the radical Left today. That this problem has not been resolved is reflected in the two main tendencies that have dominated leftist discourse over the past 100 years: one which refrains from envisioning the revolutionary seizure of power in favor of offering reformist demands, the second which promotes revolutionary demands but presumes that power can be seized and held by a small vanguard leadership that lacks deep roots in and solid support from the masses. Every effort at social transformation since 1919 has fallen victim to one or another of these two tendencies, with unimaginably tragic results. It has led to a deep crisis in the very idea of revolution. We cannot advance the cause of liberation in the 21st century without confronting and overcoming both tendencies. While there is no easy answer as to how to cut this Gordian knot, revisiting Luxemburg’s theoretic contribution to Marxism as found in The Mass Strike, the Political Party, and the Trade Unions, is an important place to begin.
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