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Abstract:
Current discussions of critical theory range across a series of themes including class, race, gender, and other
identities, as well as how to frame the question of emancipatory politics in a globalizing world. This paper argues
that the insights of Rosa Luxemburg, though a century old, remain relevant to contemporary debates in critical
theory circles. With an approach marked by a sensitivity to dialectical thought, totality, and difference, and with
original contributions on the themes of imperialism, conscienticization and democracy, the work of Rosa
Luxemburg offers much to critically-oriented intellectuals committed to the idea that a better world is not only
necessary but possible.

Maybe there are periods when one can get along without theory, but at present its deficiency denigrates people
and renders them helpless against violence.
Max Horkheimer1
What the masses need is ... theory which gives them the chance of making a system out of the detail acquired
from experience, and which helps to forge a deadly weapon against our enemies.
Rosa Luxemburg2

Introduction:
Nancy Fraser has rightly observed that "no one has yet improved on Marx's 1843 definition of critical theory as
`the self-clarification of the struggles and wishes of the age'".3 What is undeniable is that in the current context, the
"struggles and wishes of the age" are increasingly intertwined with global-level structures and processes. As a
consequence, the "self-clarification" of emancipatory struggles and wishes at the beginning of the 21st century perforce
must be conducted in globally-sensitive terms.
In fact, the view that what is required is "global" thinking - "act locally, think globally" - is hardly controversial.
Put simply, a view of politics restricted to local or even intra-state processes and structures limits both knowledge and
action. This observation holds no less for the project of developing a critical understanding of the world that allows for
emancipatory practice.4
Problems arise, however, when we fail to recognize that while global-level thinking may indeed be a necessary
condition for critical understanding, it is not sufficient. Indeed, one need only think back to early attempts to come to
terms with the phenomenon of multi-national corporations as harbingers of what is now called globalization to see that a
global perspective has long marked the thinking and practice of transnational elites themselves.5
The obvious point is that global thinking is not inherently critical. Accordingly, care must be taken to identify
what kinds of global-level thinking are critical - that is, promote emancipatory change - and which do not. This
undertaking is, by definition, a (meta)-theoretical one and, as such, cannot suffice on its own.6 It is, nonetheless, an
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unavoidable task if theoretically-informed practice is to serve the ends to which progressive social movements are
committed.
To this end, in this paper I will engage the work of one of the early 20th century’s most original globally-sensitive
critical theorists - Rosa Luxemburg. I will argue that a sensitive “rendering” of her arguments can provide useful insights
for those hoping to support emancipatory social forces in the current context.

(Re)-Encountering Rosa Luxemburg:
To affirm that Luxemburg has something to offer current discussions about the nature and role of critical theory
is, by necessity, to confront her unfortunate reputation, still too common among Western Marxists, that her thought
reflects a highly suspect deterministic – if not economistic – view of political change.7 That such an interpretation reflects
a serious mis-reading of Luxemburg has become more than clear, however, as a series of scholars have contributed to a
"retrieval" of the contribution of Luxemburg over recent decades.8
To begin, consistent with current forms of critical theory, Luxemburg was an inherently "dialectical" thinker,
both in terms of epistemology and ontology.9 In terms of the former, she distinguished clearly between non-critical
"bourgeois" forms of theorizing and the critical, marxist tradition. In terms of the latter, she consistently adopted the
viewpoint of "totality" in viewing history as a process.10 Indeed, as Lukács noted with reference to Luxemburg in his
History and Class Consciousness, “It is not the primacy of economic motives in historical explanation that constitutes the
decisive difference between Marxism and bourgeois thought, but the point of view of totality”.11 Indeed, if "totality" taken
to be the defining characteristic of the 20th century "Western Marxist" tradition then not only can Luxemburg can stand
alongside other Western Marxists like Gramsci, she can stand at as one of the very originators of that tradition.12
A second clear point of commonality between Luxemburg and the Western Marxist tradition is the stress upon the
masses as active agents of history, and of the central role of human consciousness in the making of history. This
perspective, moreover, directs the theorist to write history from a particular perspective - what Kaye has termed "history
from the bottom up".13 It also directs the theorist to conceive of the future as something made in the present through selfconscious mass struggle, and not as the result of inexorable tendencies working themselves out behind the backs of social
agents – in short, the very opposite of iron-law determinism.
A third point of convergence with current currents of critical theory is Luxemburg's attentiveness to "difference".
Given her varied international experience, living in Poland, Russia, Switzerland and Germany, Rosa Luxemburg was well
aware that "context matters", and that theory and practice must be sufficiently sensitive to any given context. As a Jew and
a woman she also understood the important of gender and race identities. In contrast to certain currents with
postmodernism,14 however, Luxemburg was concerned not just with recognizing difference, but with the commonality
within difference ¬for example, shared inequalities in wealth and power across particular identities of race or gender ¬that
make collective action both necessary and possible.15
Last but certainly not least, Luxemburg shares contemporary critical forms of theorizing the growing recognition
that politics must be viewed not just in local or even national terms, but from a global perspective. Her work on
imperialism, notwithstanding its limitations,16 remains as one of the most creative and original efforts of the 20th century
to theorize capitalism with due regard to its global dimensions.17It was her commitment to “totality” that led her, as other
Marxists of her era did not, to attend not just to race, nationalist and class tensions, but also to the way capitalism
reproduced itself globally and necessarily through violent, militarized and racist means, AND, that in so doing, it elicited
active resistance on the part of those affected. As one author has noted,
By shifting the focus from inter-imperialist rivalry in Europe to the forceful “destruction of the natural economy”
abroad, and, furthermore, by highlighting the dialectic of accommodation and resistance to this process in the
periphery, Luxemburg reintroduced the historical dynamics of social and cultural antagonism into a

3

predominantly economistic and structuralist conceptions of imperialism prevailing among Marxist discussions of
the subject.18
As such Luxemburg’s writings on imperialism continue to inspire critically-oriented theorists who find
Luxemburg's questions - when not all of her answers - of continuing relevance in the study of capitalism.19
Perhaps most importantly, the originality of her interpretation of the inherently violent and exploitative nature of
imperialist expansion not just in the past but in the present and into the future as well retains its relevance in our
present situation.
Indeed, it is the continuing relevance of Luxemburg's understanding of imperialism for conceptualizing
globalization today that underscores the present-ness of her thought. To recall Rosa Luxemburg's contributions from the
beginning of the last century now at the beginning of the current one is no exercise in nostalgia. As proof of this statement,
I turn now to a consideration of how her thought might be used to guide current debates in contemporary critical theory.

Luxemburg’s Offerings to a “Critical Theory” Research Programme:
Before turning ot a discussion of the specific contributions of the thought of Rosa Luxembrug to a “Critical
Theory” research programme, it is worth reflecting on how research programmes can be understood, and how they are to
progress.20 First, research programmes should be understood as broader than a single theory; rather, they regularly involve
a theoretical tradition or what might be called a "family of theories". As such, intellectual work within a given research
programme focuses on a broad range of problems or "puzzles" that are thrown up by the programme itself. Sociologicallyspeaking, research programmes by definition are never individual in nature, but always involve a community of scholars
who share its broad suppositions. What binds these scholars together as a community, moreover, is not that they share the
same conclusions - they may well have serious differences of opinion in this regard. Rather, what binds them is a shared
set of questions and a shared set of successfully-solved puzzles which stand as "exemplars" to guide the community as a
whole as it works through those puzzles which are not yet solved.21 It is only to the degree that puzzles continue to be
solved that a research programme remains "progressive". To that end, the greater the number of exemplars available to
inspire and guide, and the greater the extent of creative questioning which can suggest news ways of thinking about
unresolved puzzles, the greater the chance a research programme will remain vibrant.
From this perspective, the point in reviewing the thought of someone like Luxemburg is not so much to find
definitive answers to the questions that now elude us, but rather to appreciate the novel kinds of questions she raised and
the exemplars for successful "puzzle-solving behaviour" she offers. To that end, I will consider her work in relation to a
few of the common discussion points of contemporary critical theory to see how Luxemburg's thought may point us in a
direction that will involve a "progressive" - and not a "degenerative" - problem-shift.22
Let us begin, then, with the question of the relation of theory to practice. Fay has argued that a defining
characteristic of critical forms of social theory is what may be termed an "educative" – as opposed to “instrumental” notion of the relationship of theory to practice.23 Nor is there any question that Luxemburg shared this perspective, in
particular the conviction that theory was not a distraction from the "real work" of organizing or a "luxury" which the
marginalized cannot afford until after radical change is achieved.
Nowhere is this more in evidence than in her defence of her theoretically-oriented teaching at the Central Party
School. The right-wing of the SPD, fearing the Central Party School would serve to propagate radical doctrines, called for
a shift in the teaching programme to emphasize "practical teaching". For Luxemburg, in contrast, the school existed
precisely to fill a gap by teaching what the normal school of practical life could not provide - theory.24
Luxemburg minced no words in defending the teaching of theory to the masses. The critics of the school, she argued
have not the slightest conception of the fact that the working classes learn "their stuff" from their daily life....
What the masses need is general education, theory which gives them the chance of making a system out of the
detail acquired from experience, and which helps to forge a deadly weapon against our enemies.25
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There is no question that many contemporary critical theorists share Luxemburg's commitment to theory as a
"weapon" of struggle, and of its production and dissemination by the specialized group known as "intellectuals". But what
Luxemburg offers is not only a validation of the place of theory as a tool to educate the masses, but also the invaluable and
neglected insight that participation in critical practice has an educative component as well; that theory, which has an
educative function to sure, does not exhaust the education process. The exemplar she offers in this regard is to be found in
her discussion of the role of the mass strike. While always stressing that the mass (general) strike presupposes the
existence of both objective and subjective conditions which make it possible, Luxemburg simultaneously stressed how
participation in the mass strike served an educative function by "bringing situations to a head, clarifying conditions,
exposing the reality of society" and thereby "conjuring up new forces, new energy, a new will". As she noted,
... the most valuable thing in all this ebb and flow is the spiritual residue left over which will be permanent: the
intellectual and cultural growth, in fits and starts, of the proletariat which is a firm guarantee that the future
progress of its economic and political struggle is irresistible.26
Given her Marxist commitments, it comes as no surprise that the notion of the revolution was central to her work.
And as usual, and in contrast to her reputation as a determinist, she consistently formulated her conception of the
revolution in inherently dialectical terms. Specifically, for Luxemburg radical change was conceptualized in the terms of
the movement of history not as a self-regulating series of "double movements",27 but as the product of class struggle, of the
active - but not automatic -resistance of conscienticized masses. In short, central to Luxemburg's thought was the notion
of "revolution as process". As Basso notes, until the time of her death, Luxemburg clung steadfastly to this conception of
the movement of history:
...for Rosa Luxemburg revolution is not an unheralded settlement of accounts between the proletariat and
capitalism but a fact in the course of capitalist development which occurs whenever the contradictions and
tensions produced by this development have reached their climax.... the triumph of the socialist revolution is not
to be regarded as an act in a single moment of time, as a final violent collision, but as the conclusion of a
revolutionary process ....28
As she noted, "the seizure of power by the working classes can only be the end result" of a lengthy period of day-to-day
struggle and "For this reason this task can also not be achieved at one blow but similarly over a long period of gigantic
social struggle".29
As Luxemburg offers alternatives to structural-functionalist conceptions such as the "double-movement", so
Luxemburg also suggests ways of rethinking the domain for practice appropriate to a global(-izing) context. To begin,
Luxemburg accepted Marx's view that "the struggle of the proletariat with the bourgeoisie is at first a national struggle....
[that] the proletariat of each country must ... first of all settle matters with its own bourgeoisie".30 However, in her
willingness to apply the dialectical method to Marx's thought itself, she showed a willingness to recognize that nationallybased responses could not proceed without regard to the context beyond their borders. Indeed, anticipating the globalizing
context of the present –in particular, the notion of transnational business elites as constituting an incipient“international
civil society”31 - Rosa Luxemburg "precipatively imagined ... an imperialistic state of development ... which would create
supernational, organically linked economies, possessing their bourgeoisies, capable of competing with the solidarity of the
working classes".32 Indeed, it was Luxemburg's sense that such a moment had already been reached at the beginning of
this century that moved her to emphasise socialist internationalism as the only response appropriate to a bourgeoisie which
was as much global as national in character.
None of this is to argue in favour of the neo-Idealist position according to which global capital must be controlled
through the extension of democracy at the international level.33 On the contrary, what is needed are nationally-based
strategies - but ones which are fundamentally internationalist in orientation. Nor should this be understood as mere
rhetorical flourish. Taking internationalism seriously involves implications for thought and practice.
Once again, Luxemburg provides an excellent exemplar in this regard. It should be remembered that in the early
part of this century German's Social Democrats saw themselves, not entirely without reason, as the "core" - the centre of
insight and sophistication in regard to socialist thought and practice. Russia, in contrast, was seen, again not entirely
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without reason, as the "periphery" - an under-developed backwater of limited import for questions of analysis or strategy.
Yet it was to Russia's experience that Luxemburg turned in developing her insights on the mass strike and revolution as a
process. Furthermore she chided the SPD leadership for their unwillingness to consider that the experience of the Russian
opposition would have anything to teach them. "Every day", she reproached them, "you read reports of revolution in the
newspapers ... but it seems that you have eyes and you see not and ears and you do not hear... We can see the Russian
Revolution and we should be silly fools not to learn from it".34 And from the scene of the revolution itself she evidenced
the same openness to learning from those struggling not just in the core, but in the periphery. "To be sure", she wrote,
this will probably be quite different after the revolution and the return to "normal conditions", but these events
will not pass on without leaving some trace. Meanwhile, the achievements of the revolutions are immense: class
antagonism has been deepened, social relationships exacerbated and clarified. And none of this is seen abroad!35
Luxemburg's example could serve as a useful corrective to the parochialism and arrogance of the "North", where,
lamentably, northern activists too often seem bent on reproducing the same paternalistic - when not patronizing - attitudes
to the "peripheral South" manifest in the attitudes of Northern bankers and industrialists. A willingness to see oppositional
movements elsewhere as being in a position to teach us something - rather than as needing to be tutored by we Northerners
who always know “better” - may not exhaust the meaning of nationally-based internationalism, but it is surely a necessary
component.
Finally, as she stressed internationalism an integral part of her understanding of socialism, so also Luxemburg
stressed the centrality of democracy. Her critiques of Lenin and the Bolsheviks on this score are well-known and need not
be repeated here in detail.36 It will suffice to make two points. First, notwithstanding her appreciation of the vital role of
intellectuals in building effective popular movements - indeed, in part because of it and the recognition of the centrality of
freedom of expression to intellectual activity - she was openly critical of the Bolshevik tendency to equate the
"dictatorship of the proletariat" with the "dictatorship of the party", from which it is but a small step to the "dictatorship of
the central committee". Liberal-bourgeois notions of freedom and human rights were insufficient (though, as she noted,
even they proved too much for the bourgeois order), but they were suspended by socialists at their peril. Accordingly,
affirming that "freedom is only and exclusively freedom for the one who thinks differently", she called for unrestricted
freedom of the press and assembly since "without the free struggle of opinion, life dies out in every public institution,
becomes a mere semblance of life, in which only the bureaucracy remains as the active element".37 And when it was
countered that intellectuals should do more than contribute their specialized theoretical insights - that they must actually
direct the struggle to ensure there would be “no false steps” - Luxemburg's response was typically blunt and to the point:
The false steps which a real revolutionary labour movement makes are historically immeasurably more fruitful
and valuable than the infallibility of the best central committee.38
One may, of course, ask if Luxemburg limited herself to identifying what did not qualify as democratic
governance (i.e., not Leninist "democratic centralism"; not bourgeois "liberal democracy"), or whether she gave
indications of what would qualify as democratic. Once again, while one cannot claim she gave a definitive answer to the
question of what constitutes democratic governance, it can be argued her writings provide a useful exemplar in this regard.
Significantly, Luxemburg did not focus in on the formal institutions of democracy. Rather, her emphasis was on
democratization - democracy as a process. Following Habermas,39 what is fundamental to the process of democratization
is the development of a "public sphere",40 which has the function of organizing human experience and "mediating between
the changing forms of capitalist production on the one hand and the cultural organization of human experience, on the
other".41 More recently Habermas has come under criticism for conflating the notion of the public sphere with that of the
bourgeois public sphere tout court. Here again, Luxemburg's work on socialist democracy has been hailed as anticipating
the critique of the bourgeois public sphere as an increasingly integral part of the capitalist production process, and the
consequent need to create a robust "proletarian public sphere" to "oppose the organized interests of the bourgeois public
sphere through its organization of human needs and interests".42 As Oskar Negt has noted,
The foundation of the Rosa Luxemburg's perspective of totality is neither an imaginary class-substance, for
example, the proletariat as historical subject, nor an organization, rather it is the working class itself, more
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precisely, a proletarian public sphere... distinguished by its refusal to recognize fundamental life-spheres such as
production and socialization (education) as private ....43
All of the implications for practice in the present are not immediately clear, of course. At the very least, however,
the notion of the necessity of a proletarian public sphere for a fully-functioning democracy would suggest that “Ideology
Critique” of the "consciousness industry" - television, the traditional mass media, as well as the new social media - must
figure centrally in any collective research programme.

Conclusion:
We have been focusing in this paper on possible contributions to outlining a collective research programme
consistent with traditional aims of critical forms of theorizing. I have argued that Rosa Luxemburg’s insights
onconscientization, internationalism and democracy - warrant serious consideration.
I wish to conclude by reflecting once again on the more general question of a collective research programme.
Recalling our discussion of research programmes above, it might be objected that to append the modifier "collective" is be
redundant, given that research programmes, by definition, always involve a collectivity - the community of intellectuals. I
wish to argue in favour of retaining the modifier, however, and for the following reason. What we are talking about here is
not just any research programme, but one which seeks to promote human emancipation in a global(¬izing) context.
Put simply, what is being advocated is a "critical" research programme. Now it is worth noting that critical forms of
theorizing must be validated on two distinct levels. At one level, they must, like conventional forms of theorizing, be
validated by developing reasoned arguments in support of their claims which are successful in gaining the assent of the
relevant intellectual community. Yet while this level of validation is crucial, it is not sufficient. In the words of
Horkheimer:
General criteria for assessing critical theory as a whole do not exist, for they are always based on the recurrence
of events and thus on a self-reproducing totality....44
This being the case, how then is the value of a theoretical offering to be determined? Again, Horkheimer suggests an
answer:
The value of a theory is not decided alone by the formal criteria of truth ... the value of a theory is decided by its
connection with the tasks, which in the particular historical moment are taken up by progressive social forces.45
In short, a "critical" research programme must also validate itself in terms of the lives of those to whom it is ultimately
directed; it must validate itself through its contribution to the concrete emancipation of human beings. This is the
"collectivity" which is not included in the community-based validation process of mainstream theorizing, and to which the
word "collective" in "collective research programme" refers, and to whose welfare our intellectual efforts must be
committed.
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