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Democratic Socialism in a Global(-izing) Context:
Towards a Collective Research Programme'

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 Horkheimer?

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 Luxemburg’

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".* 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 end of the 20th 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.’

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
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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.®

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 theoretical one and, as such, cannot
suffice on its own.” It is, nonetheless, an 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 undertake the following. In the first part of the paper, I will
examine what is arguably the most developed of the theoretical traditions embracing both a global
perspective and a commitment to emancipatory practice - that of Gramscian International Political
Economy (IPE). While not denying its strengths, I will draw attention to important weaknesses and
lacunae in this tradition. Then, in the second part of the paper I will shift to an examination of the
work of a critical theorist - Rosa Luxemburg - which, I will argue, is not only compatible with the
orientation of Gramscian IPE but which also offers important resources to address some of

Gramscian IPE's weaknesses.

The "Italian School" in the Study of World Politics:

Gramscian IPE - also known as the "Italian School" - is considered to be one of only two
fully-fledged schools of thought on world politics practised outside the United States.’ Its origins
can be traced by to two germinal pieces by Robert Cox - "Social Forces, States and World Orders:
Beyond International Relations Theory" and "Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An

Essay in Method", published in 1982 and 1983, respectively. Since then, the offerings of the
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Gramscian school, with its defining notions of "critical theory vs. problem-solving theory",
"historicism", "historical structures", "intersubjective meanings", "production modes", and "counter-
hegemonic struggles" have been expanded upon not only by Cox but by an impressive international
group of neo-Gramscian scholars in Canada, Europe, Japan and even the United States."

I will focus here on three themes which bring out the strengths of the Gramscian approach -
and which will also allow for a more productive consideration of its weaknesses: 1) dialectics; ii)

double-movement; and iii) democracy. I will take them up in the order given, relying heavily on the

work of Robert Cox.

1) dialectics

For neo-Gramscians, dialectics has two distinct, if inter-related, dimensions. First, it can be
understood in terms of ontology, understood as process at the level of history. In Cox's terms,
dialectics "is the potential for alternative forms of development arising from the confrontation of
opposed social forces in a concrete historical situation"'". It is an approach which "places power at

niz2 _

the centre of its attention", where social power is understood as a "totality" ~ - "a conjunction of the

outward and the inward, of material capabilities and consciousness leading to purposive action"."
Accordingly, it understands historical change to be the "result of conflicts, in which the emergence
of a new form of consciousness leads to a shift in power relations which makes this new form of
consciousness supreme over the erstwhile dominant form of consciousness". Finally, at the level of
ontology, dialectics also sees conflicts as leading to an Hegelian Aufhebung (sublation) - for

example, in the notion of the "internationalization of the state" which simultaneously preserves and

abolishes previous state-society constellations.'
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Dialectics must also be understood at the level of epistemology - as a way of knowing. In
epistemological terms, dialectics means a dialogue seeking truth through exploration of
contradictions. Central to this exploration process is a focus on intersubjective meanings that
constitute human practices and institutions. In this, the neo-Gramscian approach distinguishes itself
from all variants of positivism, which focus not on the dialectical relationship between
consciousness and being, but on transhistorical regularities.

Finally, dialectics brings with it a reflexive recognition of the norms which inform all
theorizing and the political projects different kinds of theorizing serve.'> In Cox's terms, "there is
... no such thing as theory in itself, divorced from a standpoint in time and place"; rather, "Theory
is always for someone and for some purpose".' Accordingly, for the Gramscian school, the
theorist's role is clear: it is "as much to arouse consciousness and the will to act as to diagnose the
condition of the world"."” As such, Gramscian IPE's "critical theorizing" distinguishes itself clearly

from the status-quo oriented "problem-solving" theory offered by mainstream social science.'®

i1) double movement

In the terms of Gramscian IPE, the notion of the "double movement" holds a central place.
Borrowed from the work of Karl Polanyi," for neo-Gramscians the notion of the "double movement"
refers to society's instinct for self-preservation, manifest in national terms in first half of 20th
century after the triumph of liberalism in the 19th. Following Polanyi, they see social history in the
nineteenth century as the result of the "double movement" in which efforts to extend the purview
of the "self-regulating market" gave rise to a counter-movement i) on behalf of workers involving

social legislation and factory laws; ii) on behalf of nature and the "culture of the countryside" in the
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form of agricultural tariffs, law and order policies and land laws; iii) on behalf of stability involving
the abandonment of the international gold standard in favour of stable currency policies administered
by central banks.*

The attraction of Polanyi's notion of the double movement for adherents to the Gramscian
school is clear - in a context in which liberal notions of the "self-regulating market" are again
hegemonic not only at the level of national social formations, but in terms of world order as well,
the "double movement" serves as a Sorelian "social myth" that can serve subordinated social forces

"as a weapon in the struggle as well as a tool for analysis".*!

i11) democracy

The final theme to be highlighted in Gramscian IPE is that of democracy. And here the
approach offers important assets. First, it speaks of democracy not only as a formal structure, but
as a process. It is a process, furthermore, which sees not only political elites as active participants
in history. Rather, it envisages democratization as the mobilization of the marginalized against
economic efficiency orthodoxy. As such, neo-Gramscians see democracy in relational terms -
specifically, they see the process of democratization as the "determinate negation" of the process of
globalization, itself understood as an inherent tendency of capitalism. In short, democratization is

understood to involve freedom of initiative and freedom to build new world order "from the bottom

n

up".
Consistent with this "participatory" notion of democracy goes a recognition of "difference"
within the global polity. Cox in particular has developed a parallel treatment of "civilization" - like

democratization, understood as a process of history and product of social struggle - to try to address
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the issue of identity and difference in the context of coordinated struggles against the power of
globalizing - and homogenizing - structures and processes.”

In sum, for its rootedness in the marxist historical materialist tradition, for its offering of a
collective research programme oriented to the search for alternatives to the established order, and
for its global perspective, Gramscian IPE deserves serious consideration by those for whom
socialism "is not merely a subject for facile speeches at Sunday public meetings". This is not to say,
of course, that the approach does not suffer from lacunae and significant weaknesses. It is to a

consideration of those that we now turn.

The Antinomies of Gramscian IPE:*

As way noted above, it is a fundamental assumption of the Gramscian approach that "Theory
is always for someone and for some purpose". What holds for theory must also hold for critique.
Accordingly, it is appropriate that some space be given here to reflecting upon the perspective
underlying the critique of Gramscian IPE that will be offered.

It can be seen as a measure of the success of Gramscian IPE in establishing itself as an
approach to be reckoned with that critiques of the approach have begun to appear in the scholarly
literature. These critiques fall into one of two camps. First, there are those which grow out of and
reflect (often unacknowledged) mainstream assumptions and commitments (conservative as well
as liberal-reformist).”* Such critiques certainly merit respectful consideration, and require a serious
response. The themes they raise - for example, how Gramscian IPE stands in relation to Gramsci

scholarship as a whole® - are interesting and important questions. However, given that they do not
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share historical materialist epistemological and ontological assumptions, democratic socialist social
and political commitments, they are of limited use in advancing the goal being pursued here.

The critiques within the second camp, in contrast, are of direct relevance, given that they do
flow from a shared concern with radical, emancipatory change, and take, as the neo-Gramscians do,
the precepts of historical materialism as the foundation for theory and practice.*® These offerings are
motivated by and oriented toward exactly the kind of "exploration of alternatives" and "democratic
socialist practice" required by the collective research programme envisioned.”’” As such, they stand
as a regulative example of the kind of critique that will be offered.

To begin, the notion of dialectics raises important questions in terms of the conceptualization
of the theory-practice relationship. As noted above, in the effort to "be a guide to strategic action for
bringing about an alternative order",” neo-Gramscian theorizing aims "to arouse consciousness and
the will to act".” Accordingly, neo-Gramscian theorizing incorporates an "educative" - as opposed
to an "instrumental" - conception of the relationship of theory to practice. What is distinctive about
an educative conception of the theory-practice relationship is that it

does not see social theory as useful because it allows people to manipulate causal

variables so that they can get what they want in an efficient manner. Instead, social

theory is seen as a means by which people can achieve a much clearer picture of who

they are, and of what the real meaning of their social practices is, as a first step in

becoming different sorts of people with different sorts of social arrangements .... The

purpose of ...theory is to engender self-knowledge and so to liberate people from the
oppressiveness of their social arrangements.*
In short, an educative conception of the relationship between theory and practice corresponds not
to the positivist goal of the replacement of politics by the "adminstration of things", but to the

democratic ideal of human beings consciously acting together to define and organize the community

in which they live; not to the positivist felos of "social engineering", but to the Aristotelian telos of
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the "leading of a good and just life in the polis". Even to the degree that one accepts this position,
further elaboration is necessary. At a minimum one would like some indication from neo-
Gramscians as to how consciousness is to be "aroused"; how the insights of critical forms of
theorizing are to be made "real" to people; how those who produce that theorizing - intellectuals -
should see their role.”!

A second set of questions can be raised in regard to the notion of the "double movement"
which, as was noted above, is central to the efforts of the neo-Gramscians to conceptualize the
possibility of organized resistance to global-(izing) capital. This notion is not without its difficulties,
however. Perhaps the biggest liability in embracing the Polanyian notion of the "double movement"
is that Polanyi's thinking about society was strongly marked by a conservative structural-
functionalist ethos. As a close reading of Polanyi shows, for him the society-defending part of the
"double movement" seems to arise automatically. The implications are significant. As one neo-
Gramscian scholar notes,

If this impulse for social protections is seen to have arisen automatically, even

unconsciously and as a consequence of the objective contradictions of the self-

regulating market, then what need is there for self-conscious agency in this
analysis?*
Given the apparently uncritical embrace of this concept, it is hardly surprising that, while adept at
analyzing the power of capital, so many neo-Gramscians seem content to look to structural
contradictions of globalization as sufficient for the construction of counter-hegemony, and neglect
to engage in a sustained analysis of the more self-conscious efforts of social movements to contest

globalization. Ultimately, however, this approach is severely limited. As Healy notes, "This sort of
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functionalism may suffice as a reform position which perceives resistance as that which simply
slows down inexorable processes, but is insufficient for a counter-hegemonic political project
seeking socialism as its goal".”

A second set of questions relating to the double movement relate to the issue of what the
proper level at which to engage in counter-hegemonic struggle. Neo-Gramscians argue that we are
once more at the beginning of the double movement, where the notion of the "self-regulating
market" is again hegemonic. The difference between the 19th century and the present, however, is
that now the extension of market relations is taking place not at the national but at the global level.
It is not only state-society complexes which are being transformed, but the nature of world order
itself.**

This raises the question of whether counter-hegemony should again be organized first and
foremost at the level of the national social formation, or whether it should be organized
"transnationally".*® In this regard, one can take note of Panitch's critique of Cox. While praising Cox
as an exception in a context in which "very few embrace the insights and tools of analysis of the
theory of the state as a way of understanding the role the state is playing in the construction of a
global capitalism",*® Panitch is concerned with how the state is theorized. He suggests that Cox
underemphasises the importance of the national social formation in determining the character of the
state, leading him to over-emphasize the possibility for counter-struggle at the international level.

It can be argued that Panitch's concerns rest more on a mis-understanding of Cox than on
substantive disagreement. As one neo-Gramscian has argued in response, "In the end, Panitch and

Cox end up in the same place, looking for the basis of contestation in nationally based movements

which may be “exemplary for one another', but which do not operate primarily at the international
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level".”” Indeed, Cox has argued clearly that the choice between the national and the international
is a false one.™ But even if one accepts this, it can still be argued that neo-Gramscians are
insufficiently clear about how the two levels of struggle are connected, and about the relative
weighting of national political initiatives, on the one hand, and multilateral institutions, on the other.

Questions can also be raised about the neo-Gramscian conceptualization of democracy. As
was noted above, democracy - understood as a process which can counter-act the globalizing
tendencies of capitalism - is central to the neo-Gramscian framework. As Cox notes, however,
democracy is a term which has many different meanings, and which can be bound up with radically
divergent political projects.* This raises the question of what democracy means in neo-Gramscian
terms. And here, it must be conceded, it is easier to discover what democracy is not, than what it is
understood to be.

Cox is quite clear, for example, that the "formal democracy" of bourgeois liberal pluralism
is not what he has in mind. This notion of democracy involves a clear separation of the "political"
and the "economic"; the market is understood to regulate the latter which simultaneously setting
boundaries for the former. It is a conception of democracy which corresponds to the image of the
state as a "transmission-belt", adapting the domestic population to the needs of the international
economy.* Nor, however, is democracy to be understood as being embodied in the social-
democratic "welfare state", the Soviet-style bureaucratic centralist state, or even the "producer self-
management" market-socialist state.*’

The nearest one can find to a clear affirmation of a conception of democracy is an expression

of approval for "populist democracy", which must be "more than formal democracy" if it is to
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address the "democratic deficit" to which the latter has given rise.*> This may well be true. Still, one
could hope for greater precision on a concept so central to the neo-Gramscian political project.

In summary, then, despite considerable strengths, neo-Gramscian IPE does suffer from some
significant lacunae. It is in the hopes of redressing some of these weaknesses that we turn to the
work of one of the most original minds in 20th century socialist theory: Rosa Luxemburg.
Toward a "Neo-Gramscian-Luxemburg Line":*

To begin, it is necessary to meet head-on the view that Rosa Luxemburg and contemporary
followers of Antonio Gramsci are separated by too much in terms of assumptions and problematique
for the work of the former to be able to make a contribution to the latter. Fortunately, the last several
decades have seen impressive work in terms of the "retrieval" of the contribution of Luxemburg that
more than demonstrates the commonalities in perspective and commitment.*

To begin, like today's neo-Gramscians, Luxemburg was an inherently "dialectical" thinker,
both in terms of epistemology and ontology.* 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.
Indeed, as Lukacs 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.*®
Indeed, if "totality" taken to be the defining characteristic of the 20th century "Western Marxist"

tradition - a tradition in which Gramsci is regularly placed - then Luxemburg can stand alongside
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the philosopher of Sardinia not only as a fellow Western Marxist, but as the very originator of that
tradition.”’

A second clear point of commonality between Luxemburg and the Gramscian framework 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".*® It also directs the
theorist to conceive of the future as something made in the present through self-conscious mass
struggle, and not as the result of inexorable tendencies working themselves out behind the backs of
social agents.*

A third point of convergence with the neo-Gramscians - in particular, Cox's recent work on
"civilizations" - 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 women she also understood the important of gender and race identities.”
In contrast to certain currents with postmodernism,’' however, Luxemburg - like present-day neo-
Gramscians - was concerned not just with 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.*

Last but certainly not least, Luxemburg shares with neo-Gramscians a commitment to
viewing politics not just in local or even national terms, but from a global perspective. Her work on
imperialism,” notwithstanding its limitations, remains as one of the most creative and original

efforts of the 20th century to theorize capitalism with due regard to its global dimensions. As such
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it continues to inspire critically-oriented theorists who find Luxemburg's questions - when not her
answers - of continuing relevance in the study of capitalism.* Perhaps most importantly, the
originality of her interpretation of imperialist expansion as being neither 1) a reformable, if
lamentable, aspect of capitalism (the view of social democrats) nor ii) simply a "stage" of capitalism
(the view of Lenin), but rather iii) an inherent and perpetual tendency within capitalist social
relations which can be blunted through collective action but remains a threat even then and which
will not be eradicated until capitalism itself is transformed is of considerable relevance to our
present. In essence, the Luxemburgian view of imperialism anticipated the neo-Gramscian
understanding of globalization, viewed in essentially the same terms.”

Indeed, the continuing relevance of Luxemburg's understanding of imperialism for
conceptualizing globalization underscores the point of the present-ness of her thought. To recall
Rosa Luxemburg's contributions from the beginning of this century now at its end is no exercise in
nostalgia. As proof of this statement, I turn now to a consideration of how her thought can help to

address some of the lacunae in neo-Gramscian thinking identified above.>

Luxemburg's Offerings to a Critical Research Programme:

Before turning to a discussion of the specific contributions of the thought of Rosa
Luxemburg to a collective research programme, it is worth reflecting on how research programmes
are to be understood and how they are to progress.’’ 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
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itself. Sociologically-speaking, 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.*® 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 the weaknesses/ lacunae in the neo-
Gramscian research programme noted above to see how Luxemburg's thought may point us in a
direction that will involve a "progressive" - and not a "degenerative" - problem-shift.”

Let us begin, then, with the question of the relation of theory to practice. As was noted
above, neo-Gramscians share what can be termed an "educative" notion of the relationship of theory
to practice. 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
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right-wing of the party, 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.*

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.®'

There is no question that neo-Gramscians 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,
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... 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.®

Neo-Gramscians in particular could learn from this insight and this exemplar. To make good
on it, however, they would need to attend more to social forces engaged in the counter-hegemonic
struggles than heretofore. Yet as was noted above, one of the impediments to extending their
analysis beyond the structural power of capital to consider active resistance and how it might be
supported is the myth of the "double movement". And here again, Luxemburg offers an exemplar
that bears serious consideration.

Central to Luxemburg's work was the notion of the revolution. As expected, she 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", 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
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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 ....**
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".®

As she 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".®® However, in her willingness to apply
the dialectical method to Marx's thought itself, she showed a willingness to recognize that
nationally-based responses could not proceed without regard to the context beyond their borders.
Indeed, anticipating the globalizing context of the present - and in particular, the neo-Gramscian
discussion of international civil society represented by increasingly transnational capital - 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".”” 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.®® On the
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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 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".* 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!”
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Luxemburg's example could serve as a useful corrective to the parochialism and arrogance
of'the "North", where, lamentably, oppositional leadership 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 who 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.”” 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
t".73

elemen 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
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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.”

Beyond this, however, the question is whether she remained - as have neo-Gramscians - at
a point of 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,
like Cox, her emphasis was on democratization - democracy as a process. Following Habermas,”
what is fundamental to the process of democratization is the development of a "public sphere",”®
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".” 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".”® 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
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organization, rather it is the working class itself, more precisely, a proletarian public

sphere... distinguished by its refusal to recognize fundamental life-spheres such as

production and socialization (education) as private ....”

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 in addition to the neo-Gramscian concern with production modes, the
"consciousness industry", including television, the mass media, and the new information

technologies, must figure centrally in any collective research programme.

Conclusion:

We have been focusing in this paper on outlining a collective research programme consistent
with the goal of democratic socialism. It has been suggested that Gramscian IPE - with its focus on
world order, forms of state, and counter-hegemony - supplemented with insights from the work of
Rosa Luxemburg regarding conscientization, internationalism and democracy - warrants serious
consideration as a candidate for such a programme.

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 scholarly community. 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 democratic socialism in a global(-

izing) context.



22

Put simply, what is being advocated is a "critical" research programme. Now it is worth
noting that a critical form of theorizing must be validated on two distinct levels. At one level, it
must, like conventional forms of theorizing, be validated by developing reasoned arguments in
support of'its claims which are successful in gaining the assent of the relevant academic/ 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....*

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 take up by progressive social forces.*'

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 research must be directed.
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