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“An attempt to follow in Rosa Luxemburg’s footsteps in fighting for democracy from below”

After the historical break of 1989 Volker Braun wrote on
PROPERTY:

I’m still here: my country’s gone into the West.

WAR TO THE COTTAGES, PEACE TO THE PALACES.

I kicked it loose myself.

It’s throwing itself away along with its meager charms.

Winter is being followed by the summer of greed.

And I can jump in a lake and stay there.

And my texts become incomprehensible.

He uses slogans from the Peasants War,  that is from much before the end of state socialism – war to the cottages, peace to the palaces, which sounds anachronistic, as if we were not in other times with other problems. The asynchrony of language and happening brings another perspective into the realm of possibility and gives us, we who were active as fighters for socialism, a longer history and more solid ground under our feet in the same moment that it derails us. For: if we are verifying the up-to-dateness of Rosa Luxemburg today what else are we doing but transferring words and wishes from another age to our own? The anachronism of our project comes up against the politics and practices of the forms of the state socialist project we were used to in most of our adult lives and, on the other hand, Cold War forms of capitalism. Here in the Cold War West Rosa Luxemburg’s language didn’t work. No one spoke of ‘revolutionary realpolitik’, her key concept. Instead, this was seen as worn out, old, outmoded, stuck in the past. What was modern were compromises that could be wrested from capital in the age of Fordism, of the welfare state, in which trade unionists and capital sat round a table and negotiated how much of the generated wealth the latter were ready to let those who created it keep. Their readiness was not too small, because, after all, representing an alliance of capital and the state they were obliged to show that this was the more attractive model – richer, more radiant, above all freer – for the workers too. Against the background of an actually existing alternative great effort was expended in showing it in the worst light. In this context the living standards and satisfaction of the workers prospered to the point that there was co-determination, co-management and also concepts of good work – their alternative was not just to be about expenditure of energy but was to afford self-development, not dull but varied, even humanised. In short, capitalism with a human face.

What could the trade unions make of Luxemburg’s revolutionary realpolitik, when they had long brought reality closer to the dream of participating in wealth. In any case, no one spoke about communist parties, which the Social Democrats had long since ceased being. The electoral results of communist parties, at least in West Germany, amounted to fractions of one per cent.

The workers’ political representatives were thrown abruptly into the new reality after 1989, when it became no longer necessary to hold up a better alternative to another alternative.

Overnight the old weapons were dragged out: War to the cottages, accompanied by Fordism’s big crisis, in which high-tech capitalism and the by now unbridled market forces were not managed. We are witnesses to this history, and I do not have to repeat each of its stages here, which in 30 years has dragged the workers back to the way things were before 1917, in fact to the way things were at the beginnings of industrialisation:
Poverty especially in old age, unemployment, poor healthcare, unaffordable apartments, expensive electricity – no welfare state, just victimisation if you are lucky enough to get charity, the compulsion to work, work of 50 and more hours continuing to ever older ages, bad schools, the return to a class-based system even here, not to mention any possibility of a cultural life for all – and so on. In short, the wheel of history has suddenly turned back to Marx’ and Luxemburg’s times. Germany is prospering somewhat at the expense of other countries in the West, but it is largely the example of the southern countries which should be looked at to see the face of this capitalism without alternative.

The trade unions are baffled, no thinking beyond their habitual and even successful policies from the Cold War period:

Part-time work in old age, earlier retirement, work hours reaching the 35-hour workweek, minimum wages, healthcare protection, sickness coverage, unemployment support, rent subsidies, vacation bonuses, Christmas money, more light, laws against excess noise, protective regulations, for example against layoffs – social market economy reaching to the point of co-determination, experience with countervailing power, wins for the workers that included humanising work, less ruthless exploitation of people – arguably of nature – and from the trade unions: non-interference in politics. But the development of the productive forces makes less necessary labour time into a requirement for taking up another kind of politics – for example, fighting for a radical shortening of wage labour time. Those involved face the scourge of profit fearfully, because it means: better to lay off great masses of people than accumulate less capital even to the point of a big crisis, which is at once a crisis of the reproduction of people and of nature, one of the over-accumulation of capital and one of politics. And nothing is working any longer. Trade union demands about pensions, healthcare, quality of work and time encounter no opponent that needs to compromise; they only encounter a rapidly globalising entrepreneurial class with the sole goal of quick tremendous profits.

In this new situation let us look at Rosa Luxemburg’s politics, her concepts and her proposals, which suited a wild capitalism, in our new wilderness.

From what history can we learn for our own politics? Not from the history of compromises but from the barbaric times – of primitive accumulation and manufacture and large industry. How does Luxemburg deal with the struggle for hegemony, that is the winning over of the working class for its own goals? 
Rosa Luxemburg’s strategic concept is revolutionary realpolitik. Following Marx, she contends: ‘Thanks to this guideline [i.e. the critique of political economy] the working class has been able for the first time to convert the great idea of the final socialist goal into the token coin of everyday politics and elevate political everyday detail work to become the working instrument of the great idea. Before Marx there was a bourgeois politics led by workers, and there was revolutionary socialism. Only since Marx and through Marx is there socialist workers politics, which is at once revolutionary realpolitik, in the fullest sense of both words’ (1/2, 373).

What this therefore involves is making productive the tension between the political capacity to act and visions/perspectives. What is new and has been learned from Marx is the analysis in his critique of political economy, the knowledge of the laws of tendential motion in capitalism. The gist of Luxemburg’s conclusion is: The workers have to take over the government. This is the goal to which all concepts and proposals are directed, this is meant by socialist democracy and the understanding of strike, of revolution and of culture. It is always a matter of empowering those at the bottom to shape society. This requires schooling, instruction, education, yes, all of that, but the most important thing is to learn by doing. This means experience in shaping society already within capitalism. And in this Marx’ dictum from the Theses on Feuerbach applies: Self-change and changing the conditions coincide. (She cites  the trade unionist, who wants to be paid overtime for participating  in a May Day demonstration and demands security against being fired but who, in the movement, gives his life for comprehensive social change.) 
To this extent we will not find in her writings any recipes for trade union politics. Rather, what she shows in The Mass Strike is that the separation of economic and political struggles is artificial, that the one type of struggle transforms into the other. There is an occasion or immediate cause – it can be economic, more wages, or political protest against firings – which in the process can develop into a storm. Socialist politics – for example of a party – in each case consists of showing the connections in the large dimension and forging slogans. A separation into the interests of everyday life and the interests of future society is a tactical one – both interests come up against capitalist limits: the first involve fights for more space within the limits, the second struggles directed politically toward the abolition of the limiting conditions themselves. The struggles are paradoxical, because they aim at improving something they want to abolish – for example, representative politics in parliaments.

She singles out as the most important outcome of the struggles the raising of the living standard of the proletariat – ‘economically, socially, intellectually, as  an outcome that has a lasting social character’. We must understand that in such a process of empowerment, it is never just a single form of the political, just one domain of life under capitalist conditions, which should be the object, since each of them in isolation becomes reactionary in the context of the whole. The interwoven nature of all these areas – as she develops her thesis in The Mass Strike – makes it imperative to link and combine the resulting struggles under the given relations of forces: in parliament, in the unions, in the streets, in the media.

My attempt at framing a contemporary politics on the left,
follows Rosa Luxemburg in these points: people’s domains of activity are to be tied together and combined in wage-work life and social life, to which belong caring for other people, children, the sick and the old, etc. in short friendliness in the world or human kindness and the development of oneself as the precondition for the development of all – and in the end, fundamentally, the appropriation of the political as praxis even today. The four domains should be invoked simultaneously , not one after the other, for separately they only produce elites, housewives and soccer fans, all of them apolitical. Only in combination is there revolutionary realpolitik. In this sense, realpolitik can be initiated immediately – but it is at the same time a far-off goal, whose achievement contains the overcoming of capitalism – because struggles around time and its distribution have to be carried out, which know no special time for profit and surplus value.

It is easy to convey and even to inspire people with it – the footsteps of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Marx are very clear. But you cannot generate  a movement, and yet the attempt at socialist democracy, or politics from below, is also an attempt to create movement – to bring something into motion, or, said differently, striking sparks until one of them flies. This means that the many have to take over the activity of shaping society, certainly not completely and not all at once, but to move people everywhere in all organisations, such that they take their fate into their own hands. Luxemburg calls this (borrowing from Marx and Shakespeare) a mole project.

How? Luxemburg’s utterances show a connection to a sense of justice as a strong ethical feeling – her politics is thus an ethical politics. It picks up people where injustice occurs visibly and calls for protest to be ignited everywhere.

What factors speak against such a project? Essentially, that the familiar politics of trade unions and the left it has shaped are fighting with weapons from the time of the Cold War. When the chair of DIE LINKE says ‘you cannot translate the project of the Four-In-One-Perspective into trade union policy’, he is right, since by trade union policy he means union politics of the Cold War period when capitalism still had to present itself as an attractive alternative and make sacrifices for its hegemony – it had to grant the welfare state.
However, since 1989 we have been in the big society without alternative. Now the only thing  is profits. In this situation we return to Volker Braun’s opening question of property.
- What has to be involved, as the 4in1 project makes clear, is winning those at the bottom over to their own side, so that they want to pursue their own interests, that is, getting them to be excited by politics, a politics whose perspective is a society in which the development of the individual is the condition for the development of all. Although it is not often said, struggles around property are struggles around time. Time is what we need in order to do politics, time to experiment and time to learn. But time, just like property, is at the heart of struggles, iridescent and antagonistically occupied with experience. Everywhere there is too little and too much time. Time is work, and the way living people exert their energy is contested. Time is linked to self-determination and exploitation: Who decides the work of others?
Property functions as a barrier making it possible for that which occurs for the benefit of all to end up as water that comes into the mill of a few. But property also means: It is my own, not in the sense of private use, but as something which is much loved and cared for. It is in this sense that the earth should be ours and also the piece of land on which we live, so that we take care that it does not go to ruin.
Property thus exists in the tension of its enormous double meaning: that we give ourselves to it with every fibre of our being and see to it that serving private self-interest means impoverishing all others.
Socialism, as Brecht has Kalle say in the Conversations in Exile, is the project against servility and egotism – but to achieve it, both ‘the greatest selflessness and the greatest egotism’ are needed (1498 in the German edition).

Maybe it is not the project of the Four-in-one-perspective that should be accommodated to the trade union in the period without alternatives but the trade unions which need to accommodate to new projects for life. This is how Luxemburg reads: ‘From the whirlwind and storm, from the fire and blaze of the mass strike, of the street battles, they rise like Venus from the foam: unions that are fresh, young, strong and have zest for life’ (2,118 in German edition).

The ‘general raising of the proletariat’s living standard, economically, socially and intellectually’ (2,114), which Luxemburg emphasises as a result of struggles, does not mean winning a lasting level of wellbeing – gains always goes up and down; every piece wrested from capital is promptly met with ‘the most brutal acts of revenge on the part of capital – today the eight-hour day, tomorrow mass lockouts and famine for hundreds of thousands’ (117). It is as if she had written this today, as 108 years later we are struggling for the eight-hour day and a chain of famine encircles the entire globe. The raising of the living standard creates a social basis on which one can keep fighting. This can be translated into realpolitik and finally leads to the development of each individual, which is the condition for the development of all – that is, it leads exactly to a mole project like the four-in-one perspective.

