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Habent sue fate libelli! as the saying goes, and a ��tting epigraph indeed to the present
volume, a collection of articles on the Polish question that have appeared, written by
various authors, in di�ferent journals, in di�ferent years, and in di�ferent languages. The
book, in fact, contains a sampling of the intellectual history of Polish Socialism, and
provides us with a conspectus of a truly unique phenomenon, namely, the lengthy debate
that took place in the international press around the political program of Polish Socialists,
in particular around the International Socialist Congress in London in 1896.

It was no mere coincidence that the internal a�fairs of Polish Socialists were brought into
the European forum and placed before the tribunal of international socialism. Indeed, the
exchange of opinion over the tactics of the labor parties in the various countries has become
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more and more the custom of late in the Socialist International. The history of Jaurèsism[2]

or the general strike of the Belgian Labor Party in April 1902[3] – certainly illustrate the
point; each provoked a lively discussion in the German, Dutch, and Russian press – and
elsewhere as well.

In particular, the opportunist tendency, which reared its head throughout the entire
international movement a few years ago, taking everywhere almost identical forms and
provoking almost identical counterblasts from the revolutionary ��ank, gave rise to a curious
confraternity among like-minded groups in di�ferent countries. Thus its net e�fect was
actually to tighten international bonds, despite its inherent tendency to foster national and
local parochialism and fragment the socialist movement. But Polish Socialism occupies – or
at any rate once occupied – a unique position in its relation to international socialism, a
position which can be traced directly to the Polish national question.

That the Polish insurrections should have aroused the warmest sympathies among
European democrats need hardly cause surprise. But it was political interests – not merely
the bonds of sympathy – that tied the Polish question to the cause of democracy in the
West. From the time that Russian tsardom entered internal European politics, acting,
through the Holy Alliance, as the gendarme of international reaction, democrats in France,
and especially in Germany, have had to regard it as an actively hostile force which had to be
e�fectively neutralized if a European revolution was to succeed. Yet within Russia itself,
within the Russian society, no revolutionary signs were yet visible. The ��rst manifestations
along these lines – the Decembrist movement at the beginning of the nineteenth century,[4]

and the attempted assassination by Karakozov[5] in the middle of the century – as well as
other events occurring later, seemed to have erupted only to illuminate the black night of
tsardom’s unbending barbarism with a momentary ray of hope. It is quite understandable,
then, that in the eyes of the West, the armed Polish insurrections appeared to be the only
revolutionary force at hand; but even beyond that, they served the function of keeping the
forces of Russian absolutism occupied, and thus safeguarding the cause of democratic
revolution in the West.

Thus the viewpoint of German democracy toward Russia and Poland evolved quite
naturally, and Karl Marx, in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, was its radical and most
consistent representative. The idea of a declaration of war against Russia, together with a
call to insurrection in Poland, constituted the core of Marx’s foreign policy during the
March revolution. Marx, who belonged to the most radical lef� wing of the revolutionary
democracy of the time, swung boldly from defensive to o�fensive tactics in this question as
well: rather than postponing a clash with tsardom until such time as it should decide to
intervene in Germany, he chose to challenge absolutism from the outset by carrying the
torch of war and revolution into Russia itself.

What prospects this tactic actually had for success, or the extent to which it had any basis in
reality, need not occupy us here. For the present, our only concern is to establish that in
these circumstances, and in them alone, lies the basis for the traditional views on the Polish
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question that international socialism was later to inherit. Not socialist theory or tactics, but
the burning political exigencies of German democracy at the time – the practical interests of
the bourgeois revolution in Western Europe – determined the viewpoint that Marx, and
later Engels, adopted with respect to Russia and Poland.[6] Even at ��rst glance this
standpoint reveals its glaring lack of inner relation to the social theory of Marxism. By
failing to analyze Poland and Russia as class societies bearing economic and political
contradictions in their bosoms, by viewing them not from the point of view of historical
development but as if they were in a ��xed, absolute condition as homogeneous,
undi�ferentiated units, this view ran counter to the very essence of Marxism.

To Western democracy at that time Poland was the land of insurgents and Russia the land
of reaction – nothing more. Neither the social circumstances, the economic basis, nor the
political content of the Polish insurrections had any real existence for either German
Socialists or bourgeois democrats, or at least they were accorded very little importance: so
little, in fact, that as late as 1875, in his reply to Tkacev,[7] in the journal Volkstaat, Engels
begins his enumeration of the factors undermining Russian absolutism thus: “First come
the Pol�. “[8]

But in point of fact, when Engels wrote these words “the Poles.” i.e., that undi�ferentiated
nation whose sole concern was presumably the struggle for independence, had long ceased
to exist – if indeed they had ever existed. For at just this time Poland was experiencing the
greatest orgies of “organic labor,” the frantic dance of capitalism and capitalist enrichment
over the graves of the Polish nationalist movements and the Polish nobility, by then a thing
of the past. Shortly thereaf�er, history was to provide graphic proof that Poland had ceased
to be the land of “the Poles” and had become a fully modern bourgeois society, rent by class
contradictions and class struggle: only two or three years af�er Engels wrote these words, the
Socialist movement was to make its ��rst entry onto the stage of Polish history.

For a long time, these traditional views on Poland lay dormant in international socialism.
Af�er the last insurrection, the trumpet blasts of national struggle died away. Polish
capitalists no longer drew the attention of all of Europe by the clatter of their arms. The
bourgeois cry, “enrichissez-vo�,” requires universal peace and tranquillity; like the violet, it
prefers to hide itself away among the shadows, and shies from nothing so much as from the
envious eyes of its neighbors. And Polish Socialists, for their part, far from striving to link
their politics with the traditions of rebellion at the outset, did, in fact, just the opposite:
from the start they took up a fully conscious and determined stand against these traditions
in Polish society, and what is more, abstained from any reliance on them even within the
ranks of international socialism itself. Indeed, the ��rst serious Socialist organization in
Poland – the “Proletariat” Party – made its opposition to the nationalist movements and its
sharp criticism of them the keystone of its class position.[9] The founders and theoretical
leaders of the Proletariat Party were by no means unfamiliar with Marx’s and Engels’
opinions on the Polish question, yet they were not in the least confused by them; on the
contrary, they regarded them merely as the outworn vestige of old views that had been
based on an ignorance of the social content of the nationalist movements within Poland



5

and of the social changes that had taken place within the country since the last insurrection.
When the group, Równosć,[10] i.e., Ludwik Waryński, Stanislav Mendelson, Szymon
Dickstein, and their comrades called an international meeting in Geneva in November
1880, on the ��f�ieth anniversary of the November insurrection to make clear once and for all
their emphatically anti-nationalist position, among the various letters and telegrams they
received was also one from Marx and Engels which tersely summed up the historical
relationship between the slogan of Polish independence and the revolution in the West:

The cry “Let Poland live!” which then resounded throughout Western Europe was not only
an expression of sympathy and support for the patriotic ��ghters who had been crushed by
brute force – this cry greeted the people all of whose revolts, in themselves so disastrous,
always held back the advance of counter-revolution: the people, whose best sons never
ceased to carry out armed resistance and always fought under the ��ag of the people’s
revolutions. On the other hand the partition of Poland consolidated the Holy Alliance,
that mask for the hegemony of the Tsars over all European countries. Thus the cry “Let
Poland live!” in and of itself meant: “Death to the Holy Alliance, death to the military
despotisms of Russia, Prussia, Austria, death to the Mongolian supremacy over
contemporary society.”

The letter ends with the words:

The Poles therefore played outside the borders of their country a great role in the battle for
the freeing of the proletariat: they were its best international ��ghters. To-day, since this
battle is developing among the Polish people themselves, the propaganda and press of the
revolutionary movement may support it, may join with the e�forts of our Russian brothers;
that will be one more reason for reviving the old cry: “Let Poland live!”[11]

In his wide-ranging address to the meeting, Ludwik Waryński said the following in reply to
this letter:

The Triple Alliance had its adversary in the International, which had called all working
people to struggle under a common banner, the banner of international revolution. But
not feeling itself in possession of enough forces to meet the reaction head-on, the
International did not trouble itself to subsume the Polish question under a general
program for the liberation of the proletariat. It was thought that the Polish revolutionary
patriots were the only organized force in the Russian empire that could check the tsar’s
e�forts to intervene in Europe in support of reaction. For a long time, our part in the
international movement was reduced to this. Even the authors o� The Communist
Manifesto linked their immortal rallying cry: “Proletarians o� all countri� unite,” with
another that w� attractive even to the bourgeoisie and the privileged class� in general: the
cry “Long live Poland!” Th� regard and sympathy for Poland, the Poland o� the exploiters
and the exploited, demonstrat� that previo� political expedienci� have still today retained
their force in the ey� o� its defenders. But the relevance of these earlier interests is gradually
diminishing, and we may hope that they will soon be forgotten.
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Waryński was wrong. The Polish traditions were, indeed, forgotten for a time in the
international socialist movement; but they did not disappear – even though the historical
conditions which had originally given rise to them had changed radically. Even ideology
bears the stamp of conservatism, and the ideology of the working-class movement – even
granting the thoroughly revolutionary spirit of its world view – is no exception to this rule.
In its positions and attitudes on particular questions it lags considerably behind actual
developments, to which it must from time to time readjust through a process of radical
revision. But the Social Democracy is a party of political struggle, not of philosophical
inquiry for the attainment of abstract truths. Hence, it takes up the revision of its old, out-
of-date views only when the tangible interests of the working-class movement make such a
revision necessary. Traditional views thus of�en lie for a long time uncontested in the
treasure chest of Social Democracy, though the circumstances to which they were attuned
may have long since disappeared from the scene. It is only when new developments cause
the emergence of new vital needs for the movement which stand in ��agrant contradiction
with these musty old traditions, and collide with them, that political opinion drags them
into the light for a thorough critical review.

That is what happened with Socialists’ traditional views on the Polish question. Though
they had been preserved in spirit, practical politics provided them no chance for public
airing. There were no Polish national movements that might have given them a new breath
of life, and the Polish Socialists had, as we have seen, avoided the embarrassment of these
old ideas by simply ignoring them and pursuing a strongly anti-nationalist policy without
asking anybody’s permission.

But the entry of the social-patriotic tendency, represented by the Polish Socialist Party, onto
the scene in 1893 changed all that.[12] True, there had been previous attempts to link the
Polish Socialist movement with a programmatic demand for the restoration of Poland for
example, by the group, Lud Polski, in 1881, or the group, Pobudka,[13] in 1889, both under
the aegis of B. Limanowski.[14] But both of these two ephemeral groups felt themselves so
deeply isolated from the mainstream of international socialism that they made not the
slightest e�fort to link up their views with the Marxist traditions – especially as their
program was quite explicitly based not on the theory of modern socialism, but on a peculiar
brand of sentimental and metaphysical phraseology.

The Polish Socialist Party was the ��rst to attempt to revive and renovate the dormant legacy
of Marx’s 1848 position, and indeed it was quite ambitious in the undertaking. An entire
system was created and set into motion to reclaim, so to speak, the old Polish traditions
drif�ing about among socialists in Western Europe. The present volume contains several
examples, in particular the article by Herr Hacker from Cracow.[15] This system relied – as
one of our comrades aptly put it – on the collecting of “vouchers for the restoration of
Poland” from all the luminaries of Western European socialism, vouchers that were
obtained by convincing the French, English, Italian, German, etc. Socialists – the letter by
Antonio Labriola is a good case in point – that “the whole of Polish socialism wants” the
restoration of Poland, and then soliciting from them in advance a show of sympathy for
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this undertaking. Confronted in this manner by a fait accompli, and having no reason to
rack their brains unbidden over the rationality or irrationality of the program of some
foreign party, with whose language and terms of combat they were unfamiliar, the Western
socialists of course granted the solicited voucher, wrote the requested letters or essays
without too much re��ection, and said a few words here and there at an occasional meeting
– which of course was precisely why they had been invited.

Thus, the diligently accumulated endorsements by prominent ��gures of the international
working-class movement became ritualized into an endlessly repeated litany for social
patriotism in the literature of this tendency during the years 1895 to 1896 in the special May
edition for 1896, in essays in Przedświt,[16] in Gazeta Robotnicza, etc., Marx, Engels,
Liebknecht, Bebel, Kautsky, Bernstein, Guesde, Labriola, Hyndman, Eleanor Marx
Aveling, Moteler, Lessner, and so on, were incessantly cited as enthusiastic supporters of
the restoration of Poland; at the same time, no opportunity was missed to rekindle the old
traditions iii the Western European press.

This unprecedented phenomenon was not the work of chance, nor was it merely the
product of bad taste on the part of the custodians of social patriotism. When this tendency
��rst surfaced in the Polish labor movement in 1893 and 1894 it met with an extremely
hostile reception. Given the radical anti-nationalism with which Równosć and Przedświt
had shaped political opinion in Polish Socialist circles for ��f�een years, in the spirit of the
old Proletariat Party, this abrupt about-face entailed by the programmatic demand for the
restoration of Poland was greeted with the greatest hostility.

From the anti-nationalist perspective long inculcated by the Proletariat Party, the espousal
of patriotism, with its indulgent nostalgia for the old watchwords of the rebellions of the
Polish nobility, could be viewed as nothing less than a betrayal of the socialist banner and of
the class struggle. To overcome this hostile atmosphere and these ��rmly rooted traditions of
the Proletariat Party, an artful argument, based on the class standpoint of the socialist
movement, had to be found to justify these new nationalistic demands. But King Solomon
himself could not have provided such an argument; for, as the saying goes, ”où il n’y a rien,
le roi perd s� droits”: social patriotism simply could not be justi��ed. The notorious bit of
sophistry that was hit upon to make this “workers’ “ program more palatable, namely, that
the constitution of an independent Poland would surely be more “democratic” than any
Russian constitution which might follow af�er the fall of the tsardom, obviously satis��ed
only the modest intellectual needs of third- and fourth-rate sympathizers. Accordingly, the
simplest way out of these di���culties was through a direct appeal to the traditions of
international socialism, by calling upon the names of Marx and Engels and other
prominent socialists who succeeded them. A long list of big names in the high court of
socialism was made to serve in default of any sound argument in support of the social
patriotic program. In this way, the restoration of Poland lost its stigma as the betrayal of
socialism – af�er all, the most accomplished theoreticians and practitioners of the European
movement had come out in support of this slogan – and the Polish Socialist Party’s
program had obtained the direct sanction of Marxism – hadn’t “Marx himsel�” attested to
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its correctness? From this point on, all doubts, misgivings, or aversions in Polish socialist
circles with regard to this about-face toward social patriotism were set to rest by reciting
over again the litany: Marx, Engels, Liebknecht, Bebel, Eleanor Aveling, Labriola, etc., or
perhaps even the other way around: Labriola, Bebel, Liebknecht, Engels, Marx, and so on.

A moment’s re��ection is enough to convince one that such a solution to the problem rested
upon an utterly primitive, double deception. Socialists abroad were misled into believing
that the entire Polish labor movement regarded the restoration of Poland as their
programmatic demand, a demand no longer even subject to question, and on this basis
expressed their support of it. And Polish Socialists were, in their turn, beguiled by all these
proclamations of sympathy from socialists abroad into assuming, also falsely, that the entire
international socialist movement urgently required that they stand actively behind the
restoration of Poland. Thus, in both quarters, this policy of social patriotism maintained
itself only by sti��ing any critical appraisal, and rested solely on the force of authority – in
Europe, on the authority of the entire Polish labor movement, and in Poland itself, on the
prestigious names of Marx, Engels, etc.

As we have seen, the authority of Marx himself on this question, even while he was still
alive, had no great in��uence on socialists of the caliber of Ludwik Waryński: it caused them
to waver not at all in their views. But for the petit-bourgeois, patriotically minded
intelligentsia, from whom the social-patriotic tendency had originally drawn its recruits –
because of and not in spite of the nationalist aspects of its program – for them the personal
authority of Marx, Engels, Bebel, Liebknecht, etc., was su���cient to purge their minds of
any and all doubts. Af�er the long years of a veritable anti-nationalist crusade on the part of
socialists of the Waryński stamp, it was an especially agreeable discovery to ��nd that perhaps
one had been a nationalist all along, and even so – indeed, almost on that account the purest
of socialists.

Now that the traditional views of the Socialist International on the Polish question had
��nally obtruded into the realm of practical concerns of the labor movement, it became a
matter of crucial importance for Polish and international socialism to subject them to a
critical analysis. Speci��cally, it was necessary to do away with the illusions and obsolete
views on Poland from which social patriotism had created an imposing obstacle to a
socialist class standpoint in the labor movement in Poland – a critical analysis had to be
applied to the traditions which had been transformed by the adherents of social patriotism
into a veritable article o� faith for Polish Socialists. At the heart of the matter was a revision
of the obsolete views of Marx on the Polish question, in order to open the way to the
principl� o� Marxist theory for the Polish labor movement.

On the other hand, there was a very immediate aim behind this revival and renovation of
the Polish nationalist traditions among socialists in Germany and elsewhere. In fact, these
traditions had been speci��cally cultivated for several years by a newsletter entitled Bulletin
O���ciel du Parti Socialiste polonais. It was hoped that by imposing the programmatic
demand for Poland’s restoration not only on the socialists in the kingdom, but on those in
Galicia and the Prussian sector as well, it would be possible to bring the three sectors of the
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polish labor movement – which were struggling under totally di�ferent circumstances –
together on a nationalist basis, and thus in opposition to the most vital political interests of
the Polish proletariat. Of course, the other thrust of this tendency was obviously to isolate
the Polish Socialist movement politically from the class-wide German and Austrian Social
Democracy movement, and hence to split the ranks of the German and Austrian
proletariat, at that time homogeneous, along nationalist lines.

The high point, the crowning touch to the two-year e�forts of the social patriots was to have
been the International Socialist Congress in London in August 1896, where the Polish
Socialists were to put forward a resolution that would have given sanction to their
campaign to get the restoration of Poland recognized as an absolute necessity for the
international labor movement. In this way, the nationalist tendency in the Polish labor
movement meant to obtain the sanction of the highest Socialist body, with all the material
consequences that entailed. Such a sanction would have e�fectively quashed any subsequent
protest that might have arisen from within the ranks of Polish Socialists.

Under these circumstances, the proposal put forward by the Polish Socialist Party at the
London congress naturally gave rise to an extensive debate on the Polish question. This
debate, which was in part of a theoretical nature, but also extended into the realm of tactics
and practical politics, was initiated in Neue Zeit, and later taken up by Vorwärts, the central
organ of the German Social Democracy and other German party newspapers (Leipziger
Volkszeitung, Sächsische Arbeiterzeitung), and even found its way into the Italian press.
The reader will ��nd the entire lively discussion of 1896 and the years following in the
present volume.[17] As we – contrary to the social-patriotic tendency – consider it a
governing maxim of Social Democracy to encourage rather than sti��e critical thinking in
socialist ranks, we o�fer the reader all the stated opinions unaltered, all the pros and cons
uttered on the issue at that time, without making the least attempt to impose ready-made
answers or ��nal conclusions. We have reproduced all of this abundant material so that the
reader himself may have the opportunity to evaluate the discussion independently and
form his own opinion and judgement on this problem, so fundamental to the Polish labor
movement.

Politically, the immediate objectives of the debate launched in Neue Zeit were certainly
achieved. It stirred up quite a few minds, and induced Western European socialists to
devote some thought to the political meaning and concrete implications of the Social
Patriotic Party, so that the latter’s proposal at the London congress was tabled, and in its
place a resolution unanimously adopted that once again, in general terms, a���rmed the
sympathy of socialists for all oppressed nationalities and gave recognition to their right to
self-determination. Of course there had never been any doubts about the sympathy and
compassion of socialists for oppressed nations! Indeed, such sentiments follow naturally
from the socialist world view. And no less clear and self-evident was – and is to socialists,
the right of every nation to independence; that too ��owed directly from the most
elementary principles of socialism. But the social patriots who submitted the resolution
were not interested in a mere blanket declaration of sympathy for all nationalities; rather,
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they wanted the restoration of Poland acclaimed as a speci��c political desideratum of the
labor movement. The right of a nation to independence was neither here nor there; the
crucial concern was to have the campaign of Polish Socialists to establish this right in
Poland recognized as correct and necessary. But in e�fect the London congress ruled precisely
to the contrary. Not only did it set the Polish situation squarely on a level with the situation
of all other oppressed peoples; it at the same time called for the workers of all such nations
to enter the ranks of international socialism as the only remedy for national oppression,
rather than dabbling o�f and on with the restoration of independent capitalist states in their
several countries; only in this way could they hasten the introduction of a socialist system
that, by abolishing class oppression, would do away with all forms of oppression, including
national, once and for all.

This immediate result of our critical attack shows clearly the extent to which the traditional
views on the Polish question on which the very existence of the patriotic tendency in the
international movement depended – had, for the most part, already outlived their time,
and moreover, how diametrically opposed they were to the real interests of the labor
movement. This was brought out especially clearly by the fact that the question of Poland’s
restoration was posed by the proletariat on the level of practical politics in such a way that it
inevitably provoked a whole new series of international questions which opened up
perspectives that previously, the time of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung and the 1848
Revolution, had not even existed. Thus, the question was immediately posed: If the
international proletariat were to recognize the national restoration of the Polish state as a
goal of socialist politics, why then should it not recognize the separation of Alsace-Lorraine
from Germany and its restitution to France also as a goal of Social Democracy? Or support
Italian nationalism in its e�forts to regain Trieste and the Trentino? Even the question of
the separatist ambitions in the Bohemian territories was raised.

Furthermore, recognition of the tendency calling for Polish Socialist organizations to
separate themselves from the existing socialist parties in the countries involved in the
Partition, and, conversely, for the proletariat in the three Polish territories to merge into one
workers’ party, gave rise to a whole series of organizational questions. In Germany, not only
Poles, but a large number of Danes, Alsatian French, and Lithuanians in East Prussia, live
side by side with the German population. The practical consequences of the principle the
social-patriotic tendency had adopted for the bene��t of the Polish proletariat would have
been the splitting up of the united German Social Democracy into particular parties
de��ned along nationalist lines. The same consequences would certainly have followed for
many other countries as well, since almost none of the larger modern states has a
homogeneous population.

For these reasons, a sanctioning of the social-patriotic tendency would have necessitated a
thoroughgoing revision of the existing positions of the international Social Democracy and
a regression – in program, tactics, and organizational principles – from a solid foundation
in class politics to a policy based on nationalism.
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It su���ced, then, to draw attention to the concrete implications and questions inherent in
the social-patriotic tendency for the entire a�fair to be raised from the level of a speci��cally
Polish question to one of truly international import, and thus to draw German, Italian, and
Russian comrades as well into the discussion.

Especially the last named. The resolution of the Polish Socialist Party at the London
congress, and indeed the whole tendency which would have been sanctioned by its
adoption, was of major political importance for the labor movement in Russia itself.

Polish readers who are reasonably well acquainted with the publications of the Polish
Socialist Party know that ever since 1893, the year when it ��rst appeared in the public arena,
the polish social-patriotic tendency has attempted to justify its existence before the Polish
public principally, and in fact almost solely, on the basis of the social stagnation in Russia
and the hopeless prospects of the Russian labor movement.[This ��nds its most pointed
formulation in the lead article of issue number 11 of Przedświt, 1894; the following extract is
characteristic:

There are some among us who support our program, or imagine that they do, yet make the
following reservation: in all our e�forts to achieve an independent Polish republic we must
not forget that if a powerful rebellion occurs in Russia promising success of the
constitutional movement, we too should join forces with this movement and do our part to
obtain a constitution. Others go even further, saying: to be sure, independence is
imperative for the Polish workers, and sooner or later they must obtain it, but to do so they
must ��rst possess constitutional freedoms; only when we are able to organize the masses of
workers will we struggle for the ultimate objective of our political e�forts – a democratic
republic. As we have already stated, such persons are in error if they think we are in their
camp; and if they still agree with our demand for independence they do so only because
they have not taken the trouble to draw all the consequences from this step. How can one
make room for the possibility o� a stru�le for a constitution in the program when one do�
not believe in the existence o� the forc� that could achieve such a constitution? And yet th�
disbelie� � still rampant among �, even since the present political program w� formulated.
Further, how can our supporters o� a “possible” constitution reconcile their efforts with their
belie� in the reactionary nature o� Russian society and the impotence o� the socialist elements
in Russia, when the combination of these factors forces them to assume from the outset
that in Russia our constitutional freedoms are either quite negligible or totally non-
existent. In the meantime, none o� our arguments enjoys such popularity among our
comrad� � do� the argument o� the reactionary nature o� Russia.

By rekindling and cultivating the traditional policy on Poland in the West, social patriotism
tried to preserve as well these traditional views on Russia within the ranks of international
socialism. By systematically portraying the Polish labor movement as the only serious
revolutionary element in tsardom, it succumbed to the delusion that the same views on the
social situation in Russia that were prevalent at the time of the 1848 Revolution in the
Russia of Nicholas I, the Russia of serfdom, had entrenched themselves among German,
French, and other socialists. Thus, when the Russian labor movement emerged at the end
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of the eighties, it found itself faced with a highly unreceptive atmosphere in international
socialist circles. And just at the time when the eruption of a mammoth strike of forty
thousand workers in the spring of 1896 in Petersburg heralded the beginnings of a mass
movement of the Russian proletariat, at precisely this time, international socialism was to
declare o���cially, on the strength of a social-patriotic resolution, that it placed its hope for
the fall of tsardom not in the political class struggle of this proletariat but in the national
struggle of the Poles in e�fect, a public proclamation that it placed no stock whatsoever in
the Russian workers or their revolutionary struggle.

Thus, the criticism at the London congress of the social patriots’ resolution, and hence, by
extension, of the entire traditional standpoint on the Polish question, developed almost
immediately into a criticism of the traditional views on Russia: instead of outdated images
of the patriarchal Russia of Nicholas I, Western socialists were once again confronted with
the picture of a modern capitalist Russia, the Russia of a struggling proletariat,
demonstrating categorically that the Russian labor movement had come of age, and had
earned the recognition of the international movement as a reality, and a crucial one, that
had to be reckoned with.

What had originally begun as an internal a�fair among Polish Socialists provoked a debate
that ended in a thorough-going revision of prevailing opinions in Western European
socialism in three areas: the international situation, the situation in Russia, and the
situation in Poland.

One hears a great deal of talk about Marxist “dogmatism.” But the revision of the views on
the Polish question provides forceful demonstration of how utterly super��cial such
objections are. True, Polish social patriotism did try hard for some time to transform a
particular view of Marx’s on a current issue into a genuine dogma, timeless, unchangeable,
una�fected by historical contingencies, and subject to neither doubt nor criticism af�er all,
“Marx himsel�” once said it. However, such an abuse of Marx’s name to sanction a tendency
that in its entire spirit was in jarring contradiction to the teachings and theory of Marxism
could only be defended as a temporary delusion suited primarily to the intellectual
demoralization of the nationalist Polish intelligentsia.

Indeed, the essence of “Marxism” lies not in this or that opinion on current questions, but
in two basic principles: the dialectical materialist method of historical analysis – with the
theory of class struggle as one of its corollaries and Marx’s basic analysis of the principles of
capitalist development. The latter theory, which explains the nature and origin of value,
surplus value, money, and capital, of the concentration of capital and capitalist crises, is,
strictly speaking, simply the application – albeit a brilliant one – of dialectics and historical
materialism to the period of bourgeois economy. Thus, the vital core, the quintessence, of
the entire Marxist doctrine is the dialectical materialist method of social inquiry, a method
for which no phenomena, or principles, are ��xed and unchanging, for which there is no
dogma, for which Mephistopheles’ comment, “reason turns to madness, kindness to
torment,”[18] stands as a motto over the a�fairs of human Society; and for which every
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historical “truth” is subject to a perpetual and remorseless criticism by actual historical
developments.

Nor did the Polish Social Democracy ever see as its task the seeking of sanctions for earlier
nationalist slogans in Marx’s obsolete views on Poland: instead, the method and underlying
principles of the Marxist doctrine had to be applied to the conditions of Polish society. But
here it found a theoretical tabula rasa in the archives of Polish Socialism The original
founders of Polish Socialism. Waryński and his comrades, who brought scienti��c socialism
to our country, encountered the remains of the nationalist ideology of the Polish nobility,
including the theory of “organic labor,” at that time the dominant social ideology. As
representatives of the interests of the new class, the proletariat, they had above all to settle
accounts with the ideological legacy of the ruling classes, and they proceeded right to the
task by branding the theories and earlier movements of Polish nationalism as the expression
of the sel��sh class and caste interests of the nobility, and the theory of organic labor as the
expression of the no less material, narrow, class interests of our industrial bourgeoisie.
Thus, the Polish Socialists, at the end of the seventies and beginning of the eighties,
prepared the way for the theory of class contradiction by struggling against the nationalism
of the nobility no less than against the bourgeois notion of “organic labor,” which, as
theory, proclaimed the harmony of interests of all social strata. That was the way Marx’s
general analysis of capitalist society and its concrete implications – class struggle of the
proletariat and socialist program – were brought to Poland. This, too, was a meritorious
historical contribution of Ludwik Waryński, Dickstein, and comrades.

However, by setting socialist revolution as the immediate task of the Polish proletariat to
counter the political program of the ruling class, Polish Socialists lef� the labor movement
without any political program at all, and placed socialism on a conspiratorial and utopian
foundation. In so doing, they condemned the socialist movement to stagnate within the
narrow con��nes of a sect, and within a short time, to disappear from the political scene.
[Our views on the successive transformations in the political position of the Waryński
group can be found especially in “Dem Andenken d� Proletariat (In Memory o� the
Proletariat Group)] One could use the above‑cited argument to hold one’s own against the
nationalist social patriots as long as they opposed socialism on open grounds, under the old,
worn-out slogan of harmony of interests and national unity in the spirit of T.T. Jez-
Milkowski,[19] or even when they attempted to ally themselveswith socialism, if only in the
primitive, incompetent, and naive manner of Mr. Limanowski’s ventures with “national
socialism.” But confronted with the modern version of nationalism this argument was
bound to miscarry, since the latter had disavowed the discredited theory of national unity
and instead hid itself behind the theory of class struggle, appearing on the political stage
with the program of the proletariat as its calling card.

Hence, Social Democracy found itself propelled by the precipitous growth of the Polish
labor movement into mass dimensions at the beginning of the nineties, and af�er the
collapse of the conspiratorial tendency within socialism was obliged to work out a solid
political program for the class struggle of the proletariat. This could only be achieved -in

https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1903/02/proletariat-party.htm
https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1903/02/proletariat-party.htm
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accordance with Marxist theory – by investigating the current trends of Polish society, an
investigation which sought the key to the understanding of phenomena of a political,
intellectual, and moral nature in relations of production, and the class relations which grew
out of them. It was no longer a question of describing the development of capitalism in
Poland, to what extent it produced capital concentration, proletarianization, exploitation,
in a word, social anarchy and class struggle. Rather, what was necessary was an analys� of
this development, and of the extent to which it gave rise to speci��c political tendencies
within society. That is, there was no longer any need to show that the patterns of capitalist
development typical to all countries were now appearing in Poland as well; what was
needed was to explain the specific features which capitalist development had brought to the
social life of Poland as a result of our country’s particular historical and political conditions.
In a word, the mere application of the stock, general conclusions of the Marxian analysis of
bourgeois society to the case of Poland was not su���cient: it was necessary to undertake an
original analysis of bourgeois Poland and in so doing bring socialism back down from its
abstract clouds and empty schematism to the soil of Poland. This analysis, the economic
aspects of which we attempted to sketch out in The Industrial Development of Poland
[Leipzig: Duncker and Humbolt, 1898], was presented in summary form together with all
the essential conclusions in an o���cial report of the Social Democracy at the International
Socialist Congress in Zurich in 1893.[20]

The result was twofold, with both aspects – one positive, the other negative – logically
related: ��rst, it provided a theoretical con��rmation of a conclusion which the labor
movement had already reached empirically in its mass development, namely, that the
immediate political task of the Polish proletariat in the Kingdom of Poland was to join in
common struggle with the Russian proletariat to bring about the downfall of absolutism,
and institute democracy into political life. Second, it made clear that the struggle for the
restoration of Poland was hopelessly utopian in the face of the development of capitalism in
Poland, that, on the contrary, this very development had led to the above political program
with the inevitability of the iron laws of history.

In this way, Polish Social Democracy was forced to ��nd an independent explanation, as it
were, for the social development of modern Poland by applying the principles of scienti��c
socialism to Polish circumstances, in the same way that the Russian Social Democracy was
forced to establish a positive program for the Russian proletariat by analyzing the speci��c
social relations existing in Russia itself, and simultaneously mark out the path it was to take
by its annihilating criticism of Narodnik theory.[21] Thus, af�er having travelled along
completely di�ferent paths, in the positive results of their theories the Polish and Russian
Social Democracies found themselves on common grounds – a common political program.
There was just one di�ference: whereas Friedrich Engels had, in 1875, already shown a
brilliant insight into the principal mistakes of the Russian Narodniks in his answer to
Tkacev in Volkstaat, where he traced out the main lines of capitalist development from the
disintegration of the village commune, in the case of Poland, neither Marx nor Engels had
bothered to the very end to revise their old position of 1848; in fact, toward the last, they
even mechanically applied this standpoint to the Polish Socialist movement, as we saw in

https://www.marxists.org/archive/luxemburg/1898/industrial-poland/index.htm
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their letter to the November Commemorative meeting in Geneva in 1880, and as was more
recently made evident in Engels’ preface to the Polish edition of The Communist Manifesto
in 1892.[22]

No sooner had Social Democracy come forward for the ��rst time, in 1893, with its criticism
of social patriotism based on Marxian social theory,[23] than it became plain that social
patriotism was capable of mustering no more than sophomoric arguments for its own
defense and justi��cation. This intellectual poverty naturally still maintained a particular
brilliance about it since it had to appear in the international arena as well as before the
humble Polish public. The partisans of nationalism proved themselves totally incapable of
even understanding this Marxian analysis, let alone providing some plausible refutation of
it. For example, when it was pointed out what direction capitalist development was taking
in Poland, namely, that the material interests of the ruling class were creating increasingly
stronger ties between our country and Russia – the social patriots tried to “brand” this
whole objective, extraordinarily complex historical process – a process extending from the
purely economic foundations through key political interests and issues to the most subtle
aspects of ideology – as the subjective striving of Social Democrats toward “organic
integration,” or as a subjective concern for whether Polish manufacturers would still have
anywhere to sell their “percale” once Poland was restored. The rejoinders of the supporters
of social nationalism were on the same level: indignation that socialists should even
acknowledge such a contemptible subject as capitalist development; or such magnanimous
assurances as we ��nd, for example, in the October 1894 issue of Przedświt, that Socialist
delegates to parliament in restored Poland would make it their special concern to ponder
over how one might ��nd employment for the workers who would lose their jobs as a
consequence of the collapse of Polish industry brought about by the loss of Russian
markets. [The future historian studying the “national humor” in modern Poland will ��nd
invaluable treasures in the social-patriotic publications. We o�fer the following pearl in its
entirety: “Let Messrs. Scheibler & Co. lose millions in pro��ts they are presently getting
from the sale of their percale to various Kalmuks or to Chiwa; we shall hardly grieve about
that, and even if a certain number of workers should have to lose their jobs on account of
diminished market outlets for the products of Polish factories, we will not renounce
independence on that account. It will be the responsibility of the future Socialist faction in
parliament to provide for these unfortunates through appropriate parliamentary proposals
and to agitate for a shortening of the working day, the right to work, etc.”].

In the face of a real embarr� de richess�, of this and similar such naïvetés, uttered in all
seriousness, it is hard to decide whether the prize should not go af�er all to the argument of
a certain Mr. Zborowicz, who, like a true Moses, gave social patriotism its ten
commandments: these anticipated every conceivable stupidity of this tendency as early as
1892 in the pamphlet, Beitrag zur Program der Polnischen Sozialen Demokraten
(Contribution to the Program of the Polish Social Democrats, Berlin: Morawski). The
author, who in his quest for “markets” for “our” industry, naively reveals the enthusiasm
that he and his followers derive from an objective analysis of Social Democracy, develops
the question in the following way, worthy of a Machiavelli: “... if political independence
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means we lose southern Russian markets, Russia will lose the Lithuanian market, presently
dominated by Moscow industries, for the same reason. It will then be open to our industry;
and add to that the Galician market which is presently inundated with Viennese products.
It seems to me the compensation � worth the loss.”

This mindless and banal reduction of the whole of social relations in bourgeois Poland to
the question of market outlets, this attempt to explain the dynamics of the objective
historical process in terms of the subjective wishes, apprehensions, and concerns of
socialists, showed that in the minds of social patriots the theory of historical materialism
and the whole of Marx’s teachings had su�fered the same caricaturing as in the minds of the
bourgeois critics who periodically “demolish” Marxist doctrine by distorting it and
perverting it into some horrible monstrosity. That such arguments, from a tendency that
was trying to pass itself o�f as socialist, could even ��nd their way into the Polish press and
into similar articles in the German press – this fact in itself was appalling testimony to the
intellectual level of the Polish intelligentsia. This was the harvest of long years during which
the minds of our “radical” intelligentsia were educated in the banal and mindless eclectic
mishmash of a Limanowski, that insipid socialist slumgullion that ��aunts the name of “The
Social Theories of the 18th and 19th Centuries,”[24] or in that vulgar, obstreperous
“revolutionary” version of socialism that the foreign publishers of the former Proletariat
had been dishing up in Walka and Przedświt[25] since the middle of the eighties. The sad
fact had at last come out: the Polish intelligentsia had, at best, been educated to believe in
the socialist faith but not to think in the spirit of scienti��c socialism. Just as it becomes
immediately apparent in the debates between Marxists and their French and German
bourgeois opponents that each side considered the other barbarians, that it was not
di�ferences of opinion on particular issues but their entire modes of thought, their
Weltanschauung, that separated them, in exactly the same manner the feud with social
patriotism resembled a dialogue at the Tower of Babel. Even the replies of the social patriots
bore, from the beginning, that characteristic tremolo of exasperation and whining lament
that usually accompanies the ripostes of the bourgeois adversaries of Marxism.

The Polish social patriots have this in common with all petit bourgeois utopians: both
consider that the discovery of historical facts which controvert their utopian dreams is an
act of personal baseness on the part of the discoverer. Not for all the world can they be
brought to understand that if there is any baseness involved, it is at most the “baseness” of
the objective process of history, but hardly the baseness of those that draw our attention to
the particular trends of this process, and that this “base” process is by no means brought to
a halt merely by closing one’s eyes to it. It is likewise beyond their grasp that any talk of the
“baseness” of history necessarily misses the mark. The dialectic of history has this
advantage, that as it undermines and abolishes traditional forms of satisfying social needs, it
at the same time creates new forms. “Interests,” on the other hand, for whose preservation
social evolution provides no material guarantees whatsoever, are usually, if one looks
closely, for the most part obsolete, bankrupt, or even no more than merely imagined.
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When the German and French democrats announced their position on the Polish question
in 1848 they were guided on the one hand by consideration for the existing national
movement of the Polish schlachta; on the other hand, however, they were merely being
consistent with the interests of their own democratic politics. They had no connections
with the Polish Socialist movement, nor indeed could they have had, since at that time no
such movement existed. Today, however, there is one question that takes precedence over
all others for us Polish Socialists in adopting a position on any social phenomenon: what
are the implications of that position for the class interests of the Polish proletariat? Any
analysis of objective social developments in Poland requires the conclusion that a campaign
for the restoration of Poland this juncture is a petit bourgeois utopian fantasy, and, as such,
is capable only of interfering with the class struggle of the proletariat and diverting it from
its path. For this reason, the Polish Social Democracy today rejects the nationalist
standpoint out of consideration for the interests of the Polish Socialist movement, and in so
doing adopts an attitude diametrically opposed to that formerly held by Western
democrats. Thus, the same historical change which turned the restoration of Poland into a
utopian dream and put it in opposition to the interests of socialism in Poland, brought
along with it a new solution for meeting international democratic interests on this point.
Af�er it had become apparent that the idea of making an independent Poland into a bu�fer
and protective barrier for the West against the reactionary Russian tsardom was
unrealizable, the development of capitalism, which had buried this idea in the ��rst place,
created in its place the revolutionary class movement of the united proletariat in Russia and
Poland and in it a far more stalwart ally for the West, an ally that would not merely
mechanically protect Europe from absolutism but would itself undermine and crush it.

Nor does this solution stand counter to the national interests of the Polish proletariat. Its
real interests in this respect liberty, the free development of the national cultural heritage,
bourgeois equality, and the abolition of all national oppression – ��nd their only e�fective,
nay, only possible expression in the universal class strivings of the proletariat for the
broadest democratization of the partition countries, to which national autonomy is a self-
evident corollary. Beyond this, however, to think that appropriation of the state apparatus
in an independent class society under existing conditions is in the interests of the working
class is no more than a utopian delusion, rooted in the prejudices of the petty bourgeoisie,
and, as such, is alien to the real interests of the proletariat as it is to the thought of scienti��c
socialism in general.

Social patriotism’s total lack of any argument capable of understanding criticism found its
most blatant demonstration in the remarkable fact that a foreign theoretician, no less than
Karl Kautsky, was needed to defend its position in the discussion being carried on in the
foreign press.[26] In preparing this defense, Kautsky found himself faced with the necessity
of having to develop entirely from his own resources a wholly original theory in support of
the restoration of Poland, inasmuch as among the actual advocates of this program not a
trace of a well-grounded argument could be discerned. The reader will see what di���culties
confronted this illustrious representative of Marxism in grappling with the problem.
Lacking any knowledge whatsoever of social life in Poland, he was forced to deduce the
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interests of the di�ferent Polish social classes from the nature of things – by mere abstract
reasoning. In this way, as of�en happens with abstract reasoning, he arrived at the quite
remarkable conclusion that the restoration of Poland was, in fact, an urgent necessity not
only for the Polish proletariat, or even for any one particular class, but for all the social
classes without exception – the bourgeoisie, the schlachta, the peasants, the petite
bourgeoisie, the intelligentsia, and the proletariat. Thus, although the reputedly pure
“workers’ program” of social patriotism had achieved in this altogether too congenial
conclusion of Kautsky’s a net gain in terms of its actual basis and prospects for success, it
had also lost whatever class character it may previously have had; whereupon it regressed to
an earlier, more primitive phase, when it represented the harmony of interests of all social
strata, to the national-unity theme of the blessed memory of Zygmunt Fortunat Milkowski.
[27]

The fact that Kautsky’s article received no direct rebuttal was mainly due to the
circumstance that its appearance coincided almost exactly with the opening of the London
congress. and it was quite impossible for a reply to be published in such a short space. Af�er
the Congress, the discussion of the restoration of Poland no longer possessed the same
timeliness and practical import, since, as we have mentioned, the Congress did not adopt
the social-patriotic resolution which Kautsky’s essay was meant to support.

Kautsky admitted that the only factual basis for his general argument – the theory of the
economic interests of the bourgeoisie and landed aristocracy – had been taken on faith
from an article by a Mr. S.G. in Neue Zeit.[28] Behind these modest initials a Przedświt
journalist had attempted to place the program for the restoration of Poland on
“materialist” foundations, using as a basis a string of statistical fabrications, concocted
historical facts, and quotations from various authors he happened to have at his ��nger tips.
From these questionable sources, he shows that Polish capitalism, oppressed by tsardom,
must give rise to a national-separatist tendency among the Polish bourgeoisie. As a writer of
European stature, Kautsky, of course, could not suspect that such a weed, of the same
species as the one that Lassalle had once already pulled up by the roots from German soil in
his immortal excoriation of Julian Schmidt,[29] still ��ourished in the wretched ��elds of
Polish journalism: as the saying goes, “la vermine pullule chez l� mendicants.” So he fell
prey to the fraud perpetrated by this “national” purveyor of facts. For this reason, it was just
and proper that this Polish faker bore the brunt of our criticism, and not the misled
German theoretician. As a matter of fact, The Industrial Development of Poland contains a
quite substantial, if not complete, survey of the principal statistical falsi��cations of our Mr.
S.G., who, at Przedświt, is presently engaged in drawing up plans of war and gunrunning
for the national cause, and has not yet o�fered one word in rebuttal. Finally, as regards those
arguments in Kautsky’s article that are of a purely political and tactical nature, the reader
should have no trouble in determining for himself from Kautsky’s articles in the present
volume that he has brought his views on the Polish question more closely in line with the
Social Democratic position under the in��uence of facts which rea���rm this position anew
every day.
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This kind of revision of the traditional views on the national question was begun in Poland
in 1896, and has continued down to the present time. In that same year, the Polish Socialist
movement in Germany began to dissociate itself from the German movement, a process
which has ended – af�er a long series of unspeakably painful incidents – in 1901 with the
Polish Socialist Party in the Prussian sector ��nding itself completely cut o�f from German
Social Democracy.[30] Much of what we had argued – at that time on an a priori basis – in
the ��rst article in Neue Zeit, in spring 1896, to be the logical consequence of the nationalist
tendency, was later to be veri��ed with the utmost precision. The political contradiction
which the social-patriotic tendency had inevitably to produce between Polish and
international socialism – as we pointed out from the very beginning – became a tangible
fact in the history of the labor movement in Germany. These experiences could not help
but have an impact on the views of German Social Democracy, and they indeed found
o���cial expression in the famous declaration of August Bebel and the party’s executive
committee: he found it impossible, he said, to reconcile, or even to link up, the program for
the restoration of Poland with the class struggle of the Polish proletariat.

In Russia, events took a similar course. The contradiction between the social-patriotic
tendency and the Russian labor movement was bound eventually to ��nd expression in
practical terms, as the Russian Social Democracy began to grow into a cohesive party. The
resultant revision that the Russian Social Democracy had to undertake with respect to the
tendency represented by the PPS was set forth in several articles in Iskra, also to be found in
this volume.[31] Finally, Franz Mehring, who at that time was engaged in editing the literary
remains of Marx, Engels, and Lassalle, and examining their previously expressed views in
the light of later developments, undertook a criticism of Marx’s statements on the Polish
question from a purely theoretical perspective.[32] The review of the position taken in the
Neue Rheinische Zeitung, through application of the principles and methods of Marxism,
led to a full acceptance of the views of Polish Social Democracy, so that we can now speak of
a decisive and conscious shif� on the Polish question all down the line, throughout the
ranks of international socialism. [One can even say that this turn a�fects not only the Polish
question, but nationalist tendencies of any sort within the labor movement, which today
provoke pronounced hostility, and, where called for, sharp rejection.

[The political independence of the Bohemian territori� was discussed as early as the end of
1898 in Neue Zeit where Karl Kautsky argued with exceptional trenchancy against this
proposition (at that time defended by a certain F. Stampfer), on the basis of the principles
and tactics of the Austrian Social Democracy. See this article of Kautsky’s in Die Neue Zeit,
1898-1899, Vol.I, nos.10 and 16.

[The e�forts of Italian separatists in Trieste and the Trentino, and parallel nationalist
tendencies in Italy, led to a special party conference of the Italian and Austrian Socialists in
May 1905 in Trieste, where any solidarity or support of this nationalist movement was
expressly rejected by both parties, thanks largely to the presence of the Austrian, Victor
Adler, and the Italian, Bissolati.] Kautsky came out against the separatist tendencies of
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certain sections of the Armenian Socialists in a comprehensive article in the Leipziger
Volkszeitung of May 1, 1905.

Finally, the past week has provided us with a thoroughly characteristic phenomenon that
was not without a touch of comedy: a violent confrontation between the Galician party
and the separatist tendency of the Jewish Socialists within the Polish organization.
Following faithfully in the Prussian and Russian territories, the position of the PPS, whose
separatism is publicly supported by the leaders of the Galician party, and even using some
of the arguments of the PPS, the Jewish Social Democrats isolate themselves from the party
of the Galician proletariat as a whole, and thereby give the supporters of social patriotism
the opportunity to see the other side of the coin: the fragmentation of the proletariat as the
logical result of their tendency. To overcome this tendency, which was threatening its
existence, the Galician party took refuge in the authority of the pan-Austrian Social
Democracy from which they received a ��at condemnation of the separatists, i.e., the Jewish
ones.

But the most emphatic proof of the theory o�fered by Polish Social Democracy in 1893, and
which it began to defend in the international movement in 1896, is furnished by the events
of the past few months and years. Indeed, as this book is going to press [1905], our country
and Russia ��nd themselves in the throes of a deep social crisis. The period from 1896, when
the ��rst of these articles appeared, up to the present, comprised an entire epoch in the
development of both countries, and today the Hegelian revolutionary “transformation of
quantity to quality”[33] is taking place for all to see; the quantitative changes that have
accumulated unnoticed are now being transformed into a new quality. We are witnessing
the culmination of capitalism’s slow erosion of absolutism from within, a process on which
Social Democracy had based its programmatic perspective. And in this process, the two
aspects of capitalist growth – to which we have called attention from the ��rst – are ��nding
their raw political expression. The economic merging of Poland with Russia into an
economic unit that abolishes the material basis for national separatist tendencies in our
society has found re��ection in the remarkable circumstance that the Polish nationalist
movement, as an e�fective political force calling for the restoration of Poland, has
disappeared without a trace. The war summons all to life and action, and has brought to
the surface all revolutionary and oppositional elements in Russian society; even such an
essentially trivial phenomenon as Russian liberalism has found itself carried away in quite
open revolutionary raptures. The war, the last appeal, which once and for all put to the test
of history all aspirations toward independence, wherever even a spark still existed, unveiled
before an astonished world a picture of ghostly silence in bourgeois Poland. Indeed, the
only signi��cant ways in which the nationalist movement registered the impact of the new
revolutionary developments were the renunciation of the program of national
independence by one wing of the nationalists, the National Democrats’ formal
renunciation in an o���cial declaration of policy in 1903,[34] and in the actual suppression of
this program by the Polish Socialist Party, which completely abandoned its slogan of armed
insurrection for the liberation of Poland from Russia at the ��rst outbreak of revolution in
tsardom. This party’s Political Declaration at the end of January of this year, which makes
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the demand for a “legislative sejm in Warsaw,” shows the utter bankruptcy of social
patriotism in the face of the revolutionary crisis in Russia. In spite of all, it retains its
reactionary, nationalistic core intact, as revealed in the fact that the slogan, a “legislative sejm
in Warsaw,” is linked with no program for democratic freedoms for the Russian empire as a
whole. The Social Democratic program, by contrast, demands a republic for all of Russia
with national autonomy for Poland as an organic part of any general democratic freedoms.
By its silence, and by its aloof disregard of freedom for all of the tsarist empire, social
patriotism reveals its nationalist character and shows af�er all that it has retained its
utopianism fully intact. Indeed, this utopianism becomes all the more absurd, in that the
idea of a legislative sejm in Warsaw, suspended in mid-air, so to speak, and not tied down to
earth by even a general notion of democracy for Russia, is even more utopian than the
restoration of Poland: the latter, at least, was only a reactionary regression to the blunted,
historically obsolete idea of an autonomous constitution for the Kingdom of Poland within
the absolutist Russian state, as granted by the grace of the Congress of Vienna.

However, by disavowing the slogan of armed resistance to wrench Poland loose from
Russia, and by reverting to the slogan of an autonomous Poland, which takes no account of
the question of freedom in Russia, social patriotism openly admits that the course of events
has quite simply reduced its political program to impotence. The only aspect remaining of
nationalism today is its negative side – an aloofness from the revolutionary struggle for
freedom in Russia – while its positive side, the demand for Polish autonomy, has turned
out to be no more than an empty phrase. This much is clear: those who do not raise the call
for Poland’s separation from Russia now, when tsardom is seething with violent revolution,
will never do so. In other words, when revolution broke out, the only thing that remained
of nationalism was reaction, while its outwardly and formally revolutionary side, that which
��aunted the slogan of armed insurrection for national independence, vanished at the ��rst
wave of the present revolutionary upsurge, never to be seen again.

The other aspect of this capitalist process manifested itself at the same time in the form of
the uni��ed revolutionary class action of the Polish and Russian proletariat against
absolutism and vindicated to the world the conclusions with which the author of the
present article ended her book, The Industrial Development of Poland, in 1897: “As the
Russian government incorporates Poland economically into the empire and cultivates
capitalism as an ‘antidote’ to its nationalist opposition, it breeds, by this very process, a new
social class in Poland the mighty industrial proletariat – a class, which by its very nature,
must inevitably become the resolute opponent of the absolutist regime. Although the
opposition of the proletariat cannot have a national character, this inability can only render
its opposition all the more e�fective, since it must then counter the solidarity of the Russian
and Polish bourgeoisie, so coveted by the government, with the only logical response: the
political solidarity of the Polish and Russian proletariat. The result of the merging of
Poland and Russia was a circumstance overlooked by the Russian government, the Polish
bourgeoisie, and the Polish nationalists alike: the unification o� the Polish and Russian
proletariat into at single body to preside over the coming bankruptcy of, first, Russian
tsardom, and then the combined rule o� Polish and Russian capital” The ��rst liquidation
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has already begun. The spirit of Marxism has triumphed in the revolution of the proletariat
on the streets of Warsaw and Petersburg.

The whole course of social development, now reaching its culmination in the revolutionary
upheavals in the tsarist empire, has struck a fatal blow to our nationalism but not to the
cause of Polish national identity. Where reactionary utopianism, mired in the past, sees only
ruin, defeat, and destruction, the scrutinizing eye, trained to decipher the historical dialectic
of revolution, cannot but perceive the opening of new vistas for the deliverance of Polish
national culture.

The accusations of “dogmatism” against Social Democracy are no less frequent than
complaints about its “doctrinairism”: its alleged intellectual narrowness that is said to be
bent on forcing the vast and in��nitely varied world of social phenomena into a rigid schema
that recognizes nothing but “material interests,” and is deaf and blind to the higher forms
of psychic phenomena national sentiments, for example. Marxism can really have only one
response to such critics: in Goethe’s words, “Ihr gleicht dem Geist, den Ihr begrei�, nicht
mir!”[35]

The Social Democratic world view is reduced to a narrow, intellectually sti��ing doctrine by
just those critics who complain of its doctrinairism. The contrary is true: Marxism is, by its
very nature, the most fecund, the most universal product of thought, a theory that makes
the mind soar, vast as the world is wide, and as rich in color and tones as nature, urging to
action, and pulsating with the vitality of youth. This theory, and no other, provides the key
to the riddles of past history, and opens the way to our understanding of society as it
continues to unfold; lif�ing us, “with one wing sustained in the past, the other grazing the
future,” it impels us forward in the present to creative, truly revolutionary deeds.

But our being aware of the actual trends of historical development by no means absolves us
from involvement in our own social history, or allows us to fold our arms fatalistically
across our breasts and like an Indian fakir wait to see what the future will bring. “Men
make their own history, but they do so not as free individuals,” says Marx.[36] One could,
with full justi��cation, state the converse: men do not make history as free individuals, but
they make their own history. Far from blunting or sapping our revolutionary fervor, a
sensitivity to the objective movement of history tempers the will and pushes us to action by
showing us ways to drive the wheel of social progress e�fectively forward and by sparing us
from impotently and fruitlessly knocking our heads against the wall, which sooner or later
inevitably brings disappointment, despair, and quietism; through this knowledge we are
protected as well from mistaking, as revolutionary activity, aspirations that have long since
been transformed by the forces of social evolution into their reactionary opposites.

As the reader will perceive from the modest selection contained in this book, Marxism
alone is in a position to provide an exhaustive explanation for the remarkable, puzzle-
ridden history of our society over the last half-century, even to the most subtle nuances of
its intellectual physiognomy, its ideology. Only a blustering simpleton would not ��nd it
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puzzling that a society su�fering such outrageous subjugation, whose most elementary
national rights have been so systematically trampled under foot, whose intellectual and
cultural life has been so brutally stunted – that such a society would not only give up its
armed struggle for independence for ��f�y years, but would also abandon all e�forts, however
slight, to obtain a European, democratic way of life, and renounce all active opposition to
its savage tyrants. Only people who “make” revolution and “rebellions” in small schoolboy
cliques can toss o�f such historical problems and be done with them merely by branding
certain classes as “conciliators” and blaming conciliation on a “handful” of their
representatives; they, of course, do not understand that given the factual material
circumstances of our social development, this “handful” of conciliators turns out to be the
entire Polish bourgeoisie with its present historical mission, and hardly that other handful
of individuals who discourse on “guns” and rebellions of petit bourgeois utopians. Only
the Marxist scholar can best comprehend the deepest inner motives of Polish bourgeois
society, its shameful past and its shameful present: he is in the best position to see in what
directions our country’s history and the class struggle are driving. Only a penetrating study
into the causes of the decline of the rebellious Polish nobility and of the disgraceful history
of bourgeois-capitalist Poland, a study unclouded by romantic utopianism, made it possible
to foresee the revolutionary regeneration of working-class Poland presently occurring
before our eyes. Now, as in the past, it is an understanding of national and class
development that enables us to grasp that the only real revolutionary deed at this juncture is
bringing consciousness into this spontaneous historical process, there by foreshortening its
course and speeding it onward toward its goal.

Doubtless the cause of nationalism in Poland bears a special historical relationship to the
class struggle of the proletariat; but not at all in the sense imagined by the social patriots.
For them the modern proletarian movement was a scapegoat from which one could exact
payment for all the back debts, long since swept away by history, of the aristocracy and
petite bourgeoisie, or which could be ordered to make good all the obligations of the
bankrupt classes. The relationship was, in fact, quite otherwise. In the framework, in the
spirit of the Polish proletarian class struggle, the cause of nationalism itself takes on quite a
di�ferent appearance than it has in the aspirations of the schlachta and the petite
bourgeoisie.

The cause of nationalism in Poland is not alien to the working class – nor can it be. The
working class cannot be indi�ferent to the most intolerably barbaric oppression, directed as
it is against the intellectual and cultural heritage of society. To the credit of mankind,
history has universally established that even the most inhumane material oppression is not
able to provoke such wrathful, fanatical rebellion and rage as the suppression of intellectual
life in general, or as religious or national oppression. But only classes which are
revolutionary by virtue of their material social situation are capable of heroic revolt and
martyrdom in defense of these intellectual riches.

To tolerate national oppression, to toady to it servilely – that is the special talent of the
schlachta and bourgeoisie, i.e., the possessing classes whose interests today are reactionary to
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the core, classes that are the perfect embodiment of that vulgar “gut materialism” into
which the materialist philosophy of Marx and Feuerbach is usually transformed in the
empty skulls of our humdrum journalists. As a class possessing no material stake in present
society, our proletariat, whose historical mission is to overthrow the entire existing system
in short, the revolutionary class must experience national oppression as an open wound, as
a shame and disgrace, and indeed it does, although this does not alter the fact that this
particular injustice is only a drop in the ocean of the entire social privation, political abuse,
and intellectual disinheritance that the wage laborer su�fers at the hands of present-day
society.

But this, as we said, by no means implies that the proletariat is capable of taking upon itself
the historical task of the schlachta, as the anachronistic minds of petit bourgeois
nationalism would have it; this task, to restore Poland to its existence as a class state, is an
objective which the schlachta itself abandoned, and the bourgeoisie has rendered impossible
through its own development. But our proletariat can and must ��ght for the defense of
national identity as a cultural legacy, that has its own right to exist and ��ourish. And today
our national identity cannot be defended by national separatism; it can only be secured
through the struggle to overthrow despotism and solidly implant the advantages of culture
and bourgeois life throughout the entire country, as has long since been done in Western
Europe.

Consequently, it is precisely the untarnished class movement of the Polish proletariat,
which grew to maturity, along with capitalism, on the grave of the movements for national
autonomy, that constitutes the best and only guarantee of attaining, along with bourgeois
equality and autonomy, freedom in political life and in our national culture. Thus, from
even a purely national perspective, everything that contributes to promoting, expanding,
and expediting the working-class movement must be viewed as a contribution to national
patriotism in the best and truest sense of the word. But anything that checks or impedes this
development, anything that might delay it or cause it to depart from its principles, must be
regarded as injurious and hostile to the national cause. From this perspective, the e�forts to
cultivate the old traditions of nationalism and to divert the Polish working class from the
path of class struggle to the utopian folly of Polish restoration, as social patriotism did for
twelve long years, represents the politics of a profound anti-nationalism, despite its
outwardly nationalist trappings. Social Democracy, sailing under the banner of
international socialism, bears in its keeping the Polish national cultural heritage that is the
present consequence of the dialectics of history. To understand and foresee this process, and
act in consonance with it that is what the Marxist method enables us to do.

[1] The book to which this essay was the Foreword was published in Polish in Krakow in
1905. In addition to the Foreword, it contained several other articles by Rosa Luxemburg,
and reprints of articles by Karl Kautsky, Franz Mehring, and “Parvus” (A. Helphand).
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[2] Jean Jaurès was a leading French exponent of revisionism, and as such subject to ceaseless
attack by Rosa Luxemburg.

[3] In April 1902, the Belgian workers staged a general strike in order to secure the vote.
They were unsuccessful.

[4] In December 1825, young o���cers (Decembrists) in the Tsar’s army sought to introduce
Western ideas of reform into autocratic Russia. The uprising was quickly put down.

[5] In 1866, Karakozov made an unsuccessful attempt on the life of Tsar Alexander II.

[6] Rosa Luxemburg’s point of view on this matter has recently been sustained by Hans-
Ulrich Wehler – see his Sozialdemokratie und Nationalstaat (Würzburg: 1962), pp.17�f.

[7] Tkacev (1844-1885) was a Nihilist who developed a Blanquist theory of revolution,
especially in the journal Nabat (Tocsin), which he edited and published in Switzerland.

[8] This quote by Engels is given in German in Rosa Luxemburg’s original, which, it will be
recalled, was written in Polish. The quote is from Engels, Soziales aus Russland (Social
Perspectives from Russia), Marx-Engels Werke (Berlin: 1962), XVI11, 585.

[9] The ��rst Marxist group to become active in Poland was founded in 1882 by Ludwik
Waryński and others, with the name “Proletariat.” It was obliged to work underground,
but still succeeded in organizing several big strikes in 1883. It was in close touch with the
Russian organization, Narodnaya Volya (People’s Will), and, like it, adopted terrorist tactics
in the late 1880s. Rosa Luxemburg did not approve of terrorism, then or later, but still
traced her spiritual ancestry to Waryński, including his rejection of Polish independence.

[10] Equality. The periodical and group by this name were the immediate precursors of the
Proletariat group.

[11] Marx-Engels, op. cit., XIX, 239-41.

[12] The Polish Socialist Party (PPS) was founded in London toward the end of 1892, and
thereaf�er worked closely with the sister parties in Germany and Austrian Poland for the
independence of Poland. Associated with the PPS was a special committee in London, the
Ziriazelc Zagraniczny Socjalistow Palskich.

[13] Pobudka means “alarm,” “reveille.”

[14] Limanowski was also the chairman at the founding conference of the PPS.

[15] S. Hacker, Der Sozialism� in Polen: Eine Entgegnung (Socialism in Poland: A Reply)
[i.e., to Rosa Luxemburg], in Die Neue Zeit, 1895–1896, vol.II.
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[16] Dawn. At this time the journal was the organ of the internationalist Proletariat group.
Later it became a voice for the PPS.

[17] That is, the volume The Polish �uestion and the Socialist Movement, to which this
essay was the Foreword. Cf. above.

[18] Given in German in the original Polish text: “Vernunf� wird Unsinn, Wohltat – Plage.”

[19] Zygmunt Milkowski (pseudonym Jez), 1824-1915. Writer and politician, spokesman for
the “organic labor” movement, which took the point of view that the main job for Poland
was to industrialize, with independence as a secondary consideration. He preached the
philosophy of harmony of interests, i.e., against class war.

[20] See Volume I of R.L.’s Collected Works for both of these items.

[21] The Narodnik, or Populist movement in Russia, was active in the last part of the
nineteenth century. Its “socialism” was not Marxist.

[22] Marx-Engels, op. cit., XXII. 282�f.

[23] The Sprawa Robotnicza (The Workers’ Cause) was founded in Paris in July 1893 with
the collaboration of Leo Jogiches, Rosa Luxemburg under the name “R. Kruszynska”), and
Adolf Warszawski, and later, Julian Marchlewski. The following month this group founded
the political party, Socjaldemokracja Krolesta Polskiego (SDKP), which, in 1899, through
the incorporation of a Lithuanian group, became the SDKPiL.

[24] Historia ruchu spolecznego v drugiej polowie XVIII stulecia (Lemberg: 1888); and
Historia ruchu spolecznego w XIX stulecia (Lemberg: 1890).

[25] Class Struggle.

[26] Karl Kautsky, Fin� Poloniae?, in Die Neue Zeit, 1895–1896, Vol.II.

[27] Cf. footnote 19.

[28] Die industrielle Politik Russlands in dessen polnischen Provinzen (Russia’s Industrial
Policy in its Polish Provinc�) in Die Neue Zeit, 1893–1894, Vol.II.

[29] Ferdinand Lassalle, Herr Julian Schmidt der Literaturhistoriker (Julian Schmidt the
Historian of Literature), 1862.

[30] The increasing di���culties between the Prussian branch of the PPS and the German
Social Democratic Party, ending in the expulsion of the former group, must have been a
painful experience for Rosa Luxemburg. She was delegated to work for the Social
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Democratic Party among the Poles in East Prussia; she was the Polish expert of the German
party. She had even joined the PPS, although continuing to criticize its excessive
nationalism.

[31] Lenin, The National �uestion in Our Program, in Collected Works, Vol.VI. In his
attitude toward the PPS, Lenin’s position appears to be largely identical with Rosa
Luxemburg’s.

[32] Mehring, ed., Aus dem literarischen Nachlass von Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels und
Ferdinand Lassalle, Vol.III (Stuttgart: 1902).

[33] This phrase is given in German in the original.

[34] The National Democrats were an outgrowth of a party founded in 1887. They included
segments of the bourgeoisie and the big land-owners. Their leading ��gure was R.
Dmowski.

[35] “You are not equal [to me]. You are only equal to what you think I am.” From Goethe’s
Faust, trans. Bryan Fairley (Toronto: 1970), Scene 1, p.10.

[36] Karl Marx, The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, op. cit., VIII, 115.
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C������� �� L�����

(1896)

First Published: July 1896. This article appeared simultaneously in Sprawa Robotnicza,
no.25, July 1896, and in the Italian publication, Critica Sociale, no.14, July 1896, where it was
published in translation to Italian.
Source: The National �uestion – Selected Writings by Rosa Luxemburg, edited and
introduced by the late Horace B Davis, Monthly Review Press, 1976.
Translated: Jurgen Hentze, Rosa Luxemburg: Iuternationalismus und Klassenkampf
(Luchterhand: 1971), pp.142-52.
Transcription/Markup: Ted Crawford/Brian Baggins
Proofed: by Matthew Grant
Public Domain: You can freely copy, distribute, display and perform this work; as well as
make derivative and commercial works. Please credit the source above as well as the
Marxists Internet Archive.

Thirty-two years ago, when what was later to become the International met for the ��rst
time in London, it opened its proceedings with a protest against the subjugation of Poland,
which just then was engaged, for the third time, in a fruitless struggle for independence. In
a few weeks the International Workers’ Congress will meet, also in London, and will be
presented with a resolution in support of Polish independence. The similarity of
circumstances quite naturally suggests a comparison of these two events in the life of the
international proletariat.

The proletariat has come a long way in its development over these past thirty-two years.
Progress is evident in every regard, and many aspects of the working-class struggle look
quite di�ferent from the way they did thirty-two years ago. But the essential element in this
entire development lies in the following: from a sect o� ideologu�, socialists have grown into
a major unified party capable o� handling its own affairs. Then, they barely existed in
isolated little groups outside the mainstream of political life in every country; today, they
represent the dominant factor in the life of society. This is particularly true in the major
civilized countries; but in every country they are an element to be taken seriously and to be
reckoned with at every step by government and ruling class alike. Then, it was a question of
merely spreading the new message; today, the paramount question is how the struggle of
the vast popular masses, now thoroughly imbued with the gospel of socialism, can best be
led toward its goal.

The International Workers’ Congress has undergone corresponding changes. In its
beginning, the International was more of a council that met to formulate the basic
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principles of the new movement; today, it is primarily, even exclusively, a body for practical
deliberations by the conscious proletariat on the urgent questions of its day to day struggle.
All tasks and objectives are here subjected to rigorous evaluation as to their practicability;
those, however, that appear to exceed the forces of the proletariat are laid aside, regardless of
how attractive or appealing they may sound. This is the essential di�ference between the
conference this year in St. Martin’s Hall and the one that took place thirty-two years ago,
and it is from this perspective that the resolution laid before the Congress must be
examined.

The resolution on the restoration of Poland to be presented at the London Congress reads
as follows. [1]

Whereas, the subjugation of one nation by another can serve only the interests of capitalists
and despots, while for working people in both oppressed and oppressor nation it is equally
pernicious; and whereas, in particular, the Russian tsardom, which owes its internal
strength and its external signi��cance to the subjugation and partition of Poland, constitutes
a permanent threat to the development of the international workers’ movement, the
Congress hereby resolves: that the independence of Poland represents an imperative
political demand both for the Polish proletariat and for the international labor movement
as a whole.

The demand for the political independence of Poland is supported by two arguments: ��rst,
the general perniciousness of annexations from the point of view of the interests of the
proletariat; and second, the special signi��cance of the subjugation of Poland for the
continued existence of the Russian tsardom, and thus, by implication, the signi��cance of
Polish independence for its downfall.

Let us take the second point ��rst.

The Russian tsardom derives neither its inner strength nor its external signi��cance from the
subjugation of Poland. This assertion in the resolution is false from A to Z. The Russian
tsardom derives its inner strength from the social relations within Russia itself. The
historical basis of Russian absolutism is a natural economy resting on the archaic
communal-property relations of the peasantry. The remains of this backward social
structure – and there are many such remains still to be found in Russia today – along with
the total con��guration of other social factors, constitute the basis of the Russian tsardom.
The nobility is kept under the tsar’s thumb by an endless ��ow of handouts paid for by
taxing the peasantry. Foreign policy is conducted to bene��t the bourgeoisie with the
opening of new markets as its main objective, while customs policy puts the Russian
consumer at the mercy of the manufacturers. Finally, even the domestic activity of the
tsardom is in the service of capital: the organization of industrial expositions, the
construction of the Siberian railroad, and other projects of a similar nature are all carried
out with a view to advancing the interests of capitalism. In general, under the tsardom the
bourgeoisie plays an inordinately important role in shaping domestic and foreign policy, a
role which its numerical inconsequence would never permit it to play without the tsar.
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This, then, is the combination of factors which gives the tsardom its strength internally. So
it continues to vegetate, because the obsolete social forms have not yet completely
disappeared, and the embryonic class relations of a modern society have not yet fully
developed and crystallized.

Again: the strength of the tsardom abroad derives not from the partition of Poland, but
from the particular features of the Russian Empire. Its vast human masses provide an
unlimited source of ��nancial and military resources, available almost on command, which
elevates Russia to the level of a ��rst-rate European power. Its vastness and geographic
position give Russia a very special interest in the Eastern question, in which it vies with the
other nations that are also involved in that part of the world. At the same time, Russia
borders on the British possessions in Asia, which is leading it toward an inevitable
confrontation with England. In Europe, too, Russia is deeply involved in the most vital
concerns of the European powers. Especially in the nineteenth century, the revolutionary
class struggles just now emerging have put the tsardom in the role of guardian of reaction in
Europe, which fact also contributes to its stature abroad.

But above all, in speaking of Russia’s foreign position, especially over the last few decades, it
is not the partition of Poland but solely and exclusively the annexation of Alsace-Lorraine
that lends it its power: by dividing Europe into two hostile camps, by creating a permanent
threat of war, and by driving France further and further into the arms of Russia.

From false premises come false conclusions: as if the existence of an independent Poland
could deprive Russia of its powers at home or abroad. The restoration of Poland could
bring about the downfall of Russian absolutism only if it simultaneously abolished the
social basis of the tsardom within Russia itself, i.e., the remains of the old peasant economy
and the importance of the tsardom for both the nobility and the bourgeoisie. But of course
this is arrant nonsense: it makes no di�ference – with or without Poland these relations
remain unchanged. The hope of breaking the hold of Russian omnipotence through the
restoration of Poland is an anachronism stemming from that bygone time when there
seemed to be no hope that forces within Russia itself would ever be capable of achieving the
destruction of the tsardom. The Russia of that time, a land of natural economy, seemed, as
did all such countries, to be mired in total social stagnation. But since the sixties it has set a
course toward the development of a modern economy and in so doing has sown the seeds
for a solution to the problem of Russian absolutism. The tsardom ��nds itself forced to
support a capitalist economy, but in so doing it is sawing o�f the limb on which it sits.

Through its ��nancial policies it is destroying whatever remains of the old agricultural-
communal relationships, and is thus eliminating any basis for conservative modes of
thought among the peasantry. What is more, in its plundering of the peasantry, the tsardom
is undermining its own material foundations and destroying the resources with which it
purchased the loyalty of the nobility. Finally, the tsardom has apparently made it its special
task to ruin the major class of consumers at the bourgeoisie’s expense, thus leaving with its
pockets empty the very class to whose pecuniary interests it sacri��ced the interests of the
nation as a whole. Once a useful agent of the bourgeois economy, the ponderous
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bureaucracy has become its fetters. The result is the accelerated growth of the industrial
proletariat, the one social force with which the tsardom cannot ally itself and to which it
cannot give ground without jeopardizing its own existence.

These, then, are the social contradictions whose solution involves the downfall of
absolutism. The tsardom is driving forward to that fatal moment like a rolling stone on a
steep hill. The hill is the development of capitalism, and at its foot the iron ��sts of the
working class are waiting. Only the political struggle of the proletariat throughout the
entire Russian empire can accelerate this process. The independence of Poland has
comparatively little to do with the fall of the tsardom, just as the partition of Poland had
little to do with its continued existence.

Let us take now the ��rst point of the resolution. “The subjugation of one nation by
another,” we read, “can serve only the interests of capitalists and despots, while for working
people in both oppressed and oppressor nation it is equally pernicious ...” On the basis of
this proposition the independence of Poland is supposed to become an imperative demand
of the proletariat. Here we have one of those great truths, so great, in fact, as to be one of
the greatest of commonplaces, and as such it can lead to no practical conclusions
whatsoever. If, from the assertion that the subjugation of one nation by another is in the
interests of capitalists and despots, it is therefore concluded that all annexations are unjust
or can be eliminated within the capitalist system, then this we hold to be absurd, for it
makes no allowance for the basic principles of the existing order.

It is interesting to note that this point in the resolution is almost identical with the
argument in support of the notorious Dutch resolution:[2] “Since the subjugation and
control of one nation by another can lie only in the interests of the ruling classes ... ,” the
proletariat is supposed to bring about the end of the war with the aid of the striking
military. Both resolutions are based on the naive belief that it is enough to recognize any
circumstance bene��ting despots to the detriment of working people in order to do away
with it immediately. The similarity goes further. The evil that must be rooted out is, in
principle, the same in both resolutions: the Dutch resolution proposes to prevent future
annexations by ending the war, while the Polish resolution intends to undo past wars by
abolishing annexations. In both cases, the proletariat is supposed to eliminate war and
annexations under capitalism without eliminating capitalism itself, though both, in fact, are
part of the very essence of capitalism.

Granted that the truism just cited does not give any basis for the general abolition of
annexations, it provides even less of a reason for abolishing the existing Polish annexation.
In this case especially, without a critical assessment of the concrete historical conditions,
nothing of value can be contributed to the problem. But on this point, on the question of
how – and if – the proletariat can liberate Poland, the resolution maintains a deep silence.
The Dutch resolution is more sophisticated in this respect: it at least proposes a speci��c
means – a secret accord with the military – which allows us to see the utopian aspect of the
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resolution. The Polish resolution is more modest and contents itself with a “demand,”
although it is not any less utopian on that account than the other.

How is the Polish proletariat to build a classless state? In the face of the three governments
ruling Poland; in the face of the bourgeoisie of the Polish congress pandering to the throne
in Petersburg and recoiling from any thought of a restored Poland as a crime and a plot
against its own pocket-book; in the face of the large Galician landholdings in the person of
the governing Badani,[3] who watches over the unity of the Austrian monarchy (that is:
guarantees the partition of Poland) and ��nally, in the face of the Prussian-Polish Junkers
who provide the military budget and more supplies of bayonets to safeguard the Polish
annexation – in the face of all these factors, what can the Polish proletariat do? Any
rebellion would be bloodily suppressed. But if no rebellion is attempted, nothing at all can
be done, since armed rebellion is the only way that Polish independence can be achieved.
Certainly none of these states can be expected to voluntarily relinquish its provinces, which
they have now ruled for a long hundred years. But under existing conditions, any rebellion
of the proletariat would be crushed – there could be no other result. Perhaps then, the
international proletariat would help? It, however, is in less of a position to act than the
Polish proletariat; at most it can declare its sympathy. But suppose the entire campaign in
support of the restoration of Poland limits itself to peaceful demonstrations? Well, then, in
that case, of course, the partition states can continue to rule over Poland in all tranquillity.
So if the international proletariat makes the restoration of Poland its political demand – as
the resolution requires – it will have done no more than utter a pious wish. If one
“demands” something, one must do something to achieve that demand. If one can do
nothing, the empty “demand” may well make the air tremble, but it will certainly not shake
the states ruling over Poland.

The adoption of the social-patriotic resolution by the International Congress could,
however, have further-reaching implications than might be obvious at ��rst glance. First and
foremost, it would go in the face of the decisions of the previous Congress, especially those
on the Dutch resolution about the military strike. In the light of their essentially parallel
arguments and identical content, the adoption of the social-patriotic resolution would let
the Dutch one in, once again, through the back door. How the Polish delegates, who voted
against the Nieuwenhuis resolution, have now managed to propose what is essentially an
identical resolution on that question, we shall not discuss for the moment. In any case, it
would be worse if the entire Congress were to fall into such a contradiction with itself.

Secondly, this resolution, if adopted, would have an import for the Polish movement that
the delegates to the up-coming Congress have surely not even dared to imagine. For the past
three years – as I discussed at length in my essay in Neue Zeit, numbers 32 and 33[4] – the
attempt has been made to impose on Polish Socialists a program for the restoration of
Poland; the intention is to separate them from their German, Austrian, and Russian
comrades by uniting them in a Polish party organized along nationalist lines. Given the
utopianism of this program and the contradiction between it and any e�fective political
struggle, the promoters of this tendency have not yet been able to provide any argument for
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the planned nationalist turn strong enough to withstand criticism. And so they have, up to
now, been rather circumspect about any open disclosure of this tendency. While the Polish
parties in the Prussian and Austrian sectors have not yet included the point concerning the
restoration of Poland in their program, the advance guard of the nationalist tendency, the
London group calling itself Zwiazek Zagraniczny Socjalistow Polskich,[5] has been working
hard to arouse sympathy in the Western European parties, especially through the paper
Bulletin O���ciel and in countless articles: Socialist Poland, The Poland o� the Workers,
Democratic Poland, The Independent Republic o� Poland, etc. These and similar slogans
have been praised in Polish, German, and French by turns. The way is being prepared for
the adoption of a Polish class state into the program. The crowning touch to this entire
process is to be the London congress, and through the adoption of the resolution the
nationalist position is to be smuggled in under the international banner. The international
proletariat is presumably supposed to run up the red ��ag, with its own hand, on the
nationalist edi��ce, and so consecrate it as a temple of internationalism. Moreover, the
sanction by the representatives of the international proletariat is meant to provide an
e�fective cover for social patriotism’s total lack of any scienti��c basis and raise it to the level
of a dogma, where it will be immune to criticism of any sort. Finally, this sanction is meant
to encourage the Polish parties to adopt, once and for all, the nationalist program and
organize themselves along national lines.

The adoption of the social-patriotic resolution would establish an important precedent for
the socialist movement in other countries. What is good for one is purchased cheaply by the
other. If the national liberation of Poland is elevated to a political goal of the international
proletariat, why not also the liberation of Czechoslovakia, Ireland, and Alsace-Lorraine? All
these objectives are equally utopian, and are no less justi��ed than the liberation of Poland.
The liberation of Alsace-Lorraine, in particular, would be far more important for the
international proletariat, and far more likely at that; behind Alsace-Lorraine stand four
million French bayonets, and in questions of bourgeois annexations, bayonets carry more
weight than moralistic demonstrations. And if the Poles in the three partitioned sectors
organize themselves along nationalist lines for the liberation of Poland, why should the
other nationalities in Austria not also do the same, why should the Alsatians not organize
themselves with the French? In a word, the door would be opened wide to national
struggles and nationalist organizations. Rather than a working class organized in
accordance with political realities, there would be an espousal of organization along
national lines, which of�en goes astray from the start. Instead of political programs,
nationalist programs would be drawn up. Instead of a coherent political struggle of the
proletariat in every country, its disintegration through a series of fruitless national struggles
would be virtually assured.

Here lies the greatest signi��cance of the social-patriotic resolution, if adopted. We stated at
the beginning that the greatest forward step that the proletariat has made since the days of
the International is its development from a number of small sectarian groups into a major
party capable of handling its own a�fairs. But to what does the proletariat owe this
progress? Solely to its ability to understand the primacy of the political struggle in its
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activity. The old International gave way to parties organized in each country in conformity
with the political conditions peculiar to that country, without, on that account, having
regard for the nationality of the workers. Only, political struggle in line with this principle
makes the working class strong and powerful. But the social-patriotic resolution pursues a
course in diametric opposition to this principle. Its adoption by the Congress would
repudiate thirty-two years of the proletariat’s accumulated experience and theoretical
education.

The social-patriotic resolution was formulated quite cleverly: behind the protest against the
tsardom lay the protest against annexation – af�er all, the demand for Poland’s
independence is raised against Austria and Prussia as well as against Russia: it sanctions
nationalist tendencies with international interests; it tries to obtain backing for a practical
program on the basis of a general moral demonstration. But the weakness of its argument is
even greater than the artfulness of its formulation: a few commonplaces about the
perniciousness of annexations and some nonsense about Poland’s importance for the
tsardom – this and no more – is all that this resolution is capable of o�fering.

[1] The text of the resolution is reproduced here in the form presented by Rosa Luxemburg
in her essay, Der Sozialpatriotismus in Polen, in Neue Zeit. Cf. Collected Works, I, I, 39�f.

[2] This is a reference to a Dutch draf� resolution at the International Socialist Congress in
Zurich in 1893. It was rejected in favor of a German resolution on the same theme. Cf.
Protokoll des Internationalen Sozialistischen Arbeiterkongresses in der Tonhalle Zurich
vom 6 bis 12 August 1893, Zurich 1894, p.25.

[3] The reference is to a member of the Polish nobility in Austrian Poland, who was
Austrian Prime Minister from 1895 to 1897.

[4] Neue Strömungen in der polnischen sozialistischen Bewegung in Deutschland and
Österreich (New Tendenci� in the Polish Socialist Movement in Germany and Austria), in
Collected Works, I, I.

[5] Foreign Union of Polish Socialists, a special committee associated with the PPS.
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T�� N������� Q�������

I�������������

P��������’� N����

Rosa Luxemburg published a series of articles under the general title, The Problem of
Nationality and Autonomy, in her theoretical journal, Przeglad Sozialdemokratyczny
(Krakow), in nos.6-10, 12, and 14-15, 1908 and 1909. The paging was as follows: Article 1
pps.482-515; 2, 597-612; 3, 613-631; 4, 687-710; 5, 795-818; 6 (Special Problems o� Poland),
pp.136-63, 351-76. The ��rst ��ve articles (but not the sixth) are included in the present
collection.

The Notes are somewhat confusing. They have been renumbered and those that were by
Rosa Luxemburg or her publisher attributed while the others are by the editor Horace B.
Davis in the Monthly Review edition.

E�����’� N���
[�� H����� B D�����]

The theses here presented are the work of Radek, Stein-Krajewski, and M. Bronski, who
were then located in Switzerland; before the draf� was published, it was submitted also to
Hanecki in Copenhagen. This was the so-called Rostamowcy fraction of the old SDKPiL.
Nationalism was not an issue between this group and the Zarzadowcy faction to which
Rosa Luxemburg belonged, so these theses are intended as an expression and continuation
of Rosa Luxemburg’s position on the national question. Of course, Rosa Luxemburg
herself had by this time modi��ed her position slightly, as will be evident from a study of the
“Junius” pamphlet, published at the same time as these theses; her position two years later,
in the pamphlet, The Russian Revolution (a chapter of which is included in the present
collection), is again not precisely the same. However, the theses do express her general point
of view.
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1. T�� R���� �� N������ �� S���-
D������������

Among other problems, the 1905 Revolution in Russia has brought into focus the
nationality question. Until now, this problem has been urgent only in Austria-Hungary. At
present, however, it has become crucial also in Russia, because the revolutionary
development made all classes and all political parties acutely aware of the need to solve the
nationality question as a matter of practical politics. All the newly formed or forming
parties in Russia, be they radical, liberal or reactionary, have been forced to include in their
programs some sort of a position on the nationality question, which is closely connected
with the entire complex of the state’s internal and external policies. For a workers’ party,
nationality is a question both of program and of class organization. The position a workers’
party assumes on the nationality question, as on every other question, must di�fer in
method and basic approach from the positions of even the most radical bourgeois parties,
and from the positions of the Pseudo-socialistic, petit bourgeois parties. Social Democracy,
whose political program is based on the scienti��c method of historical materialism and the
class struggle, cannot make an exception with respect to the nationality question.
Moreover, it is only by approaching the problem from the standpoint of scienti��c socialism
that the politics of Social Democracy will o�fer a solution which is essentially uniform, even
though the program must take into account the wide variety of forms of the nationality
question arising from the social, historical, and ethnic diversity of the Russian empire.

In the program of the Social Democratic Labor Party (RSDLP) of Russia, such a formula,
containing a general solution of the nationality question in all its particular manifestations,
is provided by the ninth point; this says that the party demands a democratic republic
whose constitution would insure, among other things, “that all nationaliti� forming the
state have the right to self-determination.”

This program includes two more extremely important propositions on the same matter.
These are the seventh point, which demands the abolition of classes and the full legal
equality of all citizens without distinction of sex, religion, race or nationality, and the eighth
point, which says that the several ethnic groups of the state should have the right to schools
conducted in their respective national languages at state expense, and the right to use their
languages at assemblies and on an equal level with the state language in all state and public
functions. Closely connected to the nationality question is the third point of the program,
which formulates the demand for wide self-government on the local and provincial level in
areas which are characterized by special living conditions and by the special composition of
their populations. Obviously, however, the authors of the program felt that the equality of
all citizens before the law, linguistic rights, and local self-government were not enough to
solve the nationality problem, since they found it necessary to add a special paragraph
granting each nationality the “right to self-determination.”
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What is especially striking about this formula is the fact that it doesn’t represent anything
speci��cally connected with socialism nor with the politics of the working class. “The right
of nations to self-determination” is at ��rst glance a paraphrase of the old slogan of
bourgeois nationalism put forth in all countries at all times: “the right of nations to
freedom and independence.” In Poland, the “innate right of nations” to freedom has been
the classic formula of nationalists from the Democratic Society to Limanowski’s Pobudka,
and from the national socialist Pobudka to the anti-socialist National League” before it
renounced its program of independence.[2] Similarly, a resolution on the “equal rights of all
nations” to freedom was the only tangible result of the famous pan-Slav congress held in
Prague, which was broken up in 1848 by the pan-Slavic bayonets of Windischgraetz. On the
other hand, its generality and wide scope, despite the principle of “the right of nations to
self-determination” which obviously can be applied not only to the peoples living in Russia
but also to the nationalities living in Germany and Austria, Switzerland and Sweden,
America – strangely enough is not to be found in any of the programs of today’s socialist
parties. This principle is not even included in the program of Austrian Social Democracy,
which exists in a state with an extremely mixed population, where the nationality question
is of crucial importance.

The Austrian party would solve the nationality question not by a metaphysical formula
which leaves the determination of the nationality question up to each of the nationalities
according to their whims, but only by means of a well-de��ned plan. Austrian Social
Democracy demands the elimination of the existing state structure of Austria, which is a
collection of “kingdoms and princely states” patched together during the Middle Ages by
the dynastic politics of the Hapsburgs, and includes various nationalities mixed together
territorially in a hodgepodge manner. The party rather demands that these kingdoms and
states should be divided into territories on the basis of nationality, and that these national
territories be joined into a state union. But because the nationalities are to some extent
jumbled together through almost the entire area of Austria, the program of Social
Democracy makes provision for a special law to protect the smaller minorities in the newly
created national territories.

Everyone is free to have a di�ferent opinion on this plan. Karl Kautsky, one of the most
knowledgeable experts on Austrian conditions and one of the spiritual fathers of Austrian
Social Democracy, shows in his latest pamphlet, Nationality and Internationalism, that
such a plan, even if it could be put into e�fect, would by no means completely eliminate the
con��icts and di���culties among the nationalities. Nonetheless, it does represent an attempt
to provide a practical solution of these di���culties by the party of the proletariat, and
because of the importance of the nationality question in Austria, we shall quote it in full.

The nationality program of the Austrian party, adopted at the Brünn Congress in 1899,
says:

Because national con��icts in Austria are obstructing all political progress and the cultural
development of the nationalities, because these con��icts result primarily from the
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backwardness of our public institutions and because the prolongation of these con��icts is
one of the methods by which the ruling classes insure their domination and prevent
measures in the true interests of the people, the congress declares that:

The ��nal settlement of the nationality and language question in Austria in the spirit of
equality and reason is primarily a cultural demand, and therefore is one of the vital interests
of the proletariat.

This is possible only under a truly democratic regime based on universal, equal, and direct
elections, a regime in which all feudal privileges in the state and the principalities will have
been abrogated. Only under such a regime will the working classes, the elements which
really support the state and society, be able to express their demands.

The nurturing and development of the national peculiarities of all peoples in Austria are
possible only on the basis of equal rights and the removal of oppression. Therefore, state-
bureaucratic centralism and the feudal privileges of the principalities must be opposed.

Only under such conditions will it be possible to create harmony among the nationalities in
Austria in place of the quarrelling that takes place now, namely, through the recognition of
the following guiding principles:

Austria is to be transformed into a democratic federation of nationalities
(Nationalitätenbundesstaat).

The historic Crown lands are to be replaced by nationally homogeneous self-ruling bodies,
whose legislation and administration shall be in the hands of national chambers, elected on
the basis of universal, equal, and direct franchise.

All self-governing regions of one and the same nation are to form together a nationally
distinct union, which shall take care of this union’s a�fairs autonomously. [That is,
linguistic and cultural, according to the explanation given in the draf� by the party’s
leadership.]

A special law should be adopted by the parliament to safeguard the rights of national
minorities.

We do not recognize any national privilege; therefore we reject the demand for a state
language. Whether a common language is needed, a federal parliament can decide.

The party congress, as the organ of international social democracy in Austria, expresses its
conviction that on the basis of these guiding principles, understanding among peoples is
possible.

It solemnly declares that it recognizes the right of each nationality to national existence and
national development.
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Peoples can advance their culture only in close solidarity with one another, not in petty
quarrels; particularly the working class of all nations must, in the interest of the individual
nationalities and in the general interest, maintain international cooperation and fraternity
in its struggle and must conduct its political and economic struggle in closely united ranks.

In the ranks of international socialism, the Russian Workers’ Party is the only one whose
program includes the demand that “nationalities be granted the right to self-
determination.”

Apart from Russian Social Democracy, we ��nd this formula only in the program of the
Russian Social Revolutionaries, where it goes hand in hand with the principle of state
federalism. The relevant section of the political declaration of the Social Revolutionary
Party states that “the wide application of the principle of federalism in the relations
between individual nationalities is possible,” and stresses the “recognition of their
unlimited right to self-determination.”

It is true that the above formula exists in another connection with international socialism:
namely, it is a paraphrase of one section of the resolution on the nationality problem
adopted in 1896 by the International Socialist Congress in London. However, the
circumstances which led to the adoption of that resolution, and the way in which the
resolution was formulated, show clearly that if the ninth paragraph in the program of the
Russian party is taken as an application of the London Resolution, it is based on a
misunderstanding.

The London resolution was not at all the result of the intention or need to make a
statement at an international congress on the nationality question in general, nor was it
presented or adopted by the Congress as a formula for the practical resolution o� that
question by the workers’ parties of the various countries. Indeed, just the opposite was true.
The London Resolution was adopted on the basis of a motion presented to the Congress
by the social-patriotic faction of the Polish movement, or the Polish Socialist Party (PPS), a
motion which demanded that the reconstruction of an independent Poland be recognized
as one of the most urgent demands of international socialism.[3] In��uenced by the criticism
raised at the Congress by Polish Social Democracy and the discussion concerning this in the
socialist press, as well as by the ��rst mass demonstration of the workers’ movement in
Russia the memorable strike of forty thousand textile workers in Petersburg in May 1896
the International Congress did not consider the Polish motion, which was directed in its
arguments and in its entire character against the Russian revolutionary movement. Instead,
it adopted the London Resolution already mentioned, which signi��ed a rejection of the
motion for the reconstruction of Poland.

The Congress – the resolution states – declares itself in favor of the complete right of all
nations to self-determination, and expresses its sympathy for the workers of every country
now su�fering under the yoke of military, national, or other despotism; the Congress calls
on the workers of all these countries to join the ranks of the class-conscious workers of the
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whole world in order to ��ght together with them for the defeat of international capitalism
and for the achievement of the aims of international Social Democracy.

As we can see, in its content, the London Resolution replaces the exclusive consideration of
the Polish question by the generalization of the question of all suppressed nationalities,
transferring the question from a national basis onto an inter-national one, and instead of a
de��nite, completely concrete demand of practical politics, which the motion of the PPS
demanded the reconstruction of independent Poland-the resolution expresses a general
socialist principle: sympathy for the proletariat of all suppressed nationalities and the
recognition of their right to self-determination. There can be no doubt that this principle
was not formulated by the Congress in order to give the international workers’ movement a
practical solution to the nationality problem. On the contrary, a practical guideline for
socialist politics is contained not in the ��rst part of the London Resolution quoted above,
but in the second part, which “calls upon the workers of all countries su�fering national
oppression to enter the ranks of international Social Democracy and to work for the
realization of its principles and goals.” It is an unambiguous way of emphasizing that the
principle formulated in the ��rst part – the right of nations to self-determination can be put
into e�fect only in one way: viz., by ��rst realizing the principles of international socialism
and by attaining its ultimate goals.

Indeed, none of the socialist parties took the London Resolution to be a practical solution
of the nationality question, and they did not include it in their programs. Even Austrian
Social Democracy, for which the solution of the nationality problem was a question
involving its very existence, did not do this; instead, in 1899, it created for itself
independently the practical “nationality program” quoted above. What is most
characteristic, even the PPS did not do this, because, despite its e�forts to spread the tale that
the London Resolution was a formula in ”the spirit” of socialism, it was obvious that this
Resolution meant rather a rejection of its motion for the reconstruction of Poland, or at the
very least, a dilution of it into a general formula without any practical character.[4] In point
of fact, the political programs of the modern workers’ parties do not aim at stating abstract
principles of a social ideal, but only at the formulation of those practical social and political
reforms which the class-conscious proletariat needs and demands in the framework of
bourgeois society to facilitate the class struggle and their ultimate victory. The elements of a
political program are formulated with de��nite aims in mind: to provide a direct, practical,
and feasible solution to the crucial problems of political and social life, which are in the area
of the class struggle of the proletariat; to serve as a guideline for everyday politics and its
needs; to initiate the political action of the workers’ party and to lead it in the right
direction; and ��nally, to separate the revolutionary politics of the proletariat from the
politics of the bourgeois and petit bourgeois parties.

The formula, “the right of nations to self-determination,” of course doesn’t have such a
character at all. It gives no practical guidelines for the day to day politics of the proletariat,
nor any practical solution of nationality problems. For example, this formula does not
indicate to the Russian proletariat in what way it should demand a solution of the Polish
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national problem, the Finnish question, the Caucasian question, the Jewish, etc. It o�fers
instead only an unlimited authorization to all interested “nations” to settle their national
problems in any way they like. The only practical conclusion for the day to day politics of
the working class which can be drawn from the above formula is the guideline that it is the
duty of that class to struggle against all manifestations of national oppression. If we
recognize the right of each nation to self-determination, it is obviously a logical conclusion
that we must condemn every attempt to place one nation over another, or for one nation to
force upon another any form of national existence. However, the duty of the class party of
the proletariat to protest and resist national oppression arises not from any special “right of
nations,” just as, for example, its striving for the social and political equality of sexes does
not at all result from any special “rights of women” which the movement of bourgeois
emancipationists refers to. This duty arises solely from the general opposition to the class
regime and to every form of social inequality and social domination, in a word, from the
basic position of socialism. But leaving this point aside, the only guideline given for
practical politics is of a purely negative character. The duty to resist all forms of national
oppression does not include any explanation of what conditions and political forms the
class-conscious proletariat in Russia at the present time should recommen d as a solution
for the nationality problems of Poland, Latvia, the Jews, etc., or what program it should
present to match the various programs of the bourgeois, nationalist, and pseudo-socialist
parties in the present class struggle. In a word, the formula, “the right of nations to self-
determination,” is essentially not a political and problematic guideline in the nationality
question, but only a means of avoiding that question.
 

II

The general and cliché-like character of the ninth point in the program of the Social
Democratic Labor Party of Russia shows that this way of solving the question is foreign to
the position of Marxian socialism. A “right of nations” which is valid for all countries and
all times is nothing more than a metaphysical cliché of the type of ”rights of man” and
“rights of the citizen.” Dialectic materialism, which is the basis of scienti��c socialism, has
broken once and for all with this type of “eternal” formula. For the historical dialectic has
shown that there are no “eternal” truths and that there are no “rights.” ... In the words of
Engels, “What is good in the here and now, is an evil somewhere else, and vice versa” – or,
what is right and reasonable under some circumstances becomes nonsense and absurdity
under others. Historical materialism has taught us that the real content of these “eternal”
truths, rights, and formulae is determined only by the material social conditions of the
environment in a given historical epoch.

On this basis, scienti��c socialism has revised the entire store of democratic clichés and
ideological metaphysics inherited from the bourgeoisie. Present-day Social Democracy long
since stopped regarding such phrases as “democracy,” “national freedom,” “equality,” and
other such beautiful things as eternal truths and laws transcending particular nations and
times. On the contrary, Marxism regards and treats them only as expressions of certain
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de��nite historical conditions, as categories which, in terms of their material content and
therefore their political value, are subject to constant change, which is the only “eternal”
truth.

When Napoleon or any other despot of his ilk uses a plebiscite, the extreme form of
political democracy, for the goals of Caesarism, taking advantage of the political ignorance
and economic subjection of the masses, we do not hesitate for a moment to come out
wholeheartedly against that “democracy,” and are not put o�f for a moment by the majesty
or the omnipotence of the people, which, for the metaphysicians of bourgeois democracy, is
something like a sacrosanct idol.

When a German like Tassendorf or a tsarist gendarme, or a “truly Polish” National
Democrat defends the “personal freedom” of strikebreakers, protecting them against the
moral and material pressure of organized labor, we don’t hesitate a minute to support the
latter, granting them the fullest moral and historical right to force the unenlightened rivals
into solidarity, although from the point of view of formal liberalism, those “willing to
work” have on their side the right of “a free individual” to do what reason, or unreason,
tells them.

When, ��nally, liberals of the Manchester School demand that the wage worker be lef�
completely to his fate in the struggle with capital in the name of “the equality of citizens,”
we unmask that metaphysical cliché which conceals the most glaring economic inequality,
and we demand, point-blank, the legal protection of the class of wage workers, thereby
clearly breaking with formal “equality before the law.”

The nationality question cannot be an exception among all the political, social, and moral
questions examined in this way by modern socialism. It cannot be settled by the use of
some vague cliché, even such a ��ne-sounding formula as “the right of all nations to self-
determination.” For such a formula expresses either absolutely nothing, so that it is an
empty, noncommittal phrase, or else it expresses the unconditional duty of socialists to
support all national aspirations, in which case it is simply false.

On the basis of the general assumptions of historical materialism, the position of socialists
with respect to nationality problems depends primarily on the concrete circumstances of
each case, which di�fer signi��cantly among countries, and also change in the course of time
in each country. Even a super��cial knowledge of the facts enables one to see that the
question of the nationality struggles under the Ottoman Porte in the Balkans has a
completely di�ferent aspect, a di�ferent economic and historical basis, a di�ferent degree of
international importance, and di�ferent prospects for the future, from the question of the
struggle of the Irish against the domination of England. Similarly, the complications in the
relations among the nationalities which make up Austria are completely di�ferent from the
conditions which in��uence the Polish question. Moreover, the nationality question in each
country changes its character with time, and this means that new and di�ferent evaluations
must be made about it. Even our three national movements beginning from the time of the
Kosciuszko Insurrection could be seen as a triple, stereotyped repetition of the same
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historical play (that is, “the struggle of a subjugated nationality for independence”) only in
the eyes of either a metaphysician of the upper-class Catholic ideology such as Szujski, who
believed that Poland had historical mission to be the “Christ of nations,” or in the eyes of
an ignoramus of the present-day social-patriotic “school.” Whoever cuts deeper with the
scalpel of the researcher more precisely, of the historical-materialist researcher – will see
beneath the surface of our three national uprisings three completely di�ferent socio-political
movements, which took on an identical form of struggle with the invader in each case only
because of external circumstances. To measure the Kosciuszko Insurrection and the
November and January insurrections by one and the same yardstick – by the sacred laws of
the “subjugated nation” – actually reveals a lack of all judgment and the complete absence
of any historical and political discrimination.[6]

A glaring example of how the change of historical conditions in��uences the evaluation and
the position of socialists with respect to the nationality question is the so-called Eastern
question. During the Crimean war in 1855, the sympathies of all democratic and socialist
Europe were on the side of the Turks and against the South Slavs who were seeking their
liberty. The “right” of all nations to freedom did not prevent Marx, Engels, and Liebknecht
from speaking against the Balkan Slavs and from resolutely supporting the integrity of the
Turks. For they judged the national movements of the Slavic peoples in the Turkish empire
not from the standpoint of the “eternal” sentimental formulae of liberalism, but from the
standpoint of the material conditions which determined the content of these national
movements, according to their views of the time. Marx and Engels saw in the freedom
movement of the socially backward South Slavs only the machinations of Russian tsardom
trying to irritate the Turks, and thus, without any second thoughts, they subordinated the
question of the national freedom of the Slavs to the interests of European democracy,
insisting on the integrity of Turkey as a bulwark of defense against Russian reaction. This
political position was maintained in German Social Democracy as late as the second half of
the 1890s, when the gray-haired Wilhelm Liebknecht, on the occasion of the struggle of the
Ormian Turks, still spoke in that spirit. But by this time the position of German and
international Social Democracy on the Eastern question had changed. Social Democracy
began to support openly the aspirations of the suppressed nationalities in Turkey to a
separate cultural existence, and abandoned all concern for the arti��cial preservation of
Turkey as a whole. And at this time it was guided not by a feeling of duty toward the
Ormians or the Macedonians as subjugated nationalities, but by the analysis of the material
base of conditions in the East in the second half of the last century. By this analysis, the
Social Democrats became convinced that the political disintegration of Turkey would result
from its economic-political development in the second half of the nineteenth century, and
that the temporary preservation of Turkey would serve the interests of the reactionary
diplomacy of Russian absolutism. Here, as in all other questions, Social Democracy was not
contrary to the current of objective development, but with it, and, pro��ting from its
conclusions, it defended the interests of European civilization by supporting the national
movements within Turkey. It also supported all attempts to renew and reform Turkey from
within, however weak the social basis for such a movement may have been.
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A second example of the same thing is provided by the diametrically opposite attitudes of
Marx and Engels during the revolution of 1848 with respect to the national aspirations of
the Czechs and the Poles. There is no doubt that from the point of view of the “right of
nations to self-determination” the Czechs deserved the support of the European socialists
and democrats no less than the Poles. Marx, however, did not pay any attention to that
abstract formula, and hurled thunderbolts at the heads of the Czechs and their aspirations
for freedom, aspirations which he regarded as a harmful complication of the revolutionary
situation, all the more deserving of severe condemnation, since, to Marx, the Czechs were a
dying nationality, doomed to disappear soon. The creators of The Communist Manifesto
put forth these views at the same time that they were defending the nationalist movement
of the Poles with all their strength, calling upon all revolutionary and progressive forces to
help our patriots.

The sober realism, alien to all sentimentalism, with which Marx examined the national
problems during the revolution itself, is shown by the way he treated the Polish and Czech
questions:

“The Revolution of 1848,” wrote Marx in his articles on the revolution which appeared in
February 1852 in the American paper, Daily Tribune,

calling forth at once the claim of all oppressed nations to an independent existence, and to
the right to settle their own a�fairs for themselves, it was quite natural that the Poles should
at once demand the restoration of their country within the frontiers of the old Polish
Republic before 1772. It is true, this frontier, even at that time, had become obsolete, if
taken as the delimitation of German and Polish nationality; it had become more so every
year since by the progress of Germanization; but then, the Germans had proclaimed such
an enthusiasm for the restoration of Poland, that they must expect to be asked, as a ��rst
proof of the reality of their sympathies, to give up their share of the plunder. On the other
hand, should whole tracts of land, inhabited chie��y by Germans, should large towns,
entirely German, be given up to a people that as yet had never given any proofs of its
capability of progressing beyond a state of feudalism based upon agricultural serfdom? The
question was intricate enough. The only possible solution was in a war with Russia. The
question of delimitation between the di�ferent revolutionized nations would have been
made a secondary one to that of ��rst establishing a safe frontier against the common enemy.
The Poles, by receiving extended territories in the east, would have become more tractable
and reasonable in the west; and Riga and Milan would have been deemed, af�er all, quite as
important to them as Danzig and Elbing. Th� the advanced party in Germany, deeming a
war with Russia necessary to keep up the Continental movement, and considering that the
national reestablishment even o� a part o� Poland would inevitably lead to such a war,
supported the Pol�; while the reigning, middle-class party clearly foresaw its downfall from
any national war against Russia, which would have called more active and energetic men to
the helm, and, therefore, with a feigned enthusiasm for the extension of German
nationality, they declared Prussian Poland, the chief seat of Polish revolutionary agitation,
to be part and parcel of the German Empire that was to be.[7]
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Marx treated the Czech question with no less political realism:

The question of nationality gave rise to another struggle in Bohemia. This country,
inhabited by two millions of Germans, and three millions of Slavonians of the Czechian
tongue, had great historical recollections, almost all connected with the former supremacy
of the Czechs. But then the force of this branch of the Slavonic family had been broken ever
since the wars of the Hussites in the ��f�eenth century. The province speaking the Czechian
tongue was divided, one part forming the kingdom of Bohemia, another the principality of
Moravia, a third the Carpathian hill country of the Slovaks, being part of Hungary. The
Moravians and Slovaks had long since lost every vestige of national feeling, and vitality,
although mostly preserving their language. Bohemia was surrounded by thoroughly
German countries on three sides out of four. The German element had made great progress
on her own territory; even in the capital, in Prague, the two nationalities were pretty
equally matched; and everywhere capital, trade, industry, and mental culture were in the
hands of the Germans. The chief champion of the Czechian nationality, Professor Palacky,
is himself nothing but a learned German run mad, who even now cannot speak the
Czechian language correctly and without foreign accent. But, as it of�en happens, dying
Czechian nationality, dying according to every fact known in history for the last four
hundred years, made in 1848 a last e�fort to regain its former vitality an e�fort whose failure,
independently of all revolutionary considerations, was to prove that Bohemia could only
exist, henceforth, as a portion of Germany, although part of her inhabitants might yet, for
some centuries, continue to speak a non‑German language. [Revolution and
Konterrevolution in Deutschland, pp.57-62]

We quote the above passages in order to stress the methods which Marx and Engels used
with respect to the nationality question, methods not dealing in abstract formulae, but
only in the real issues of each individual case. That method did not, though, keep them
from making a faulty evaluation of the situation, or from taking a wrong, position in
certain cases. The present state of a�fairs shows how deeply Marx was in error in predicting,
sixty years ago, the disappearance of the Czech nationality, whose vitality the Austrians
today ��nd so troublesome. Conversely, he overestimated the international importance of
Polish nationalism: this was doomed to decay by the internal development of Poland, a
decay which had already set in at that time. But these historical errors do not detract an
ounce from the value of Marx’s method, for there are in general no methods of research
which are, a priori, protected against a wrong application in individual cases. Marx never
claimed to be infallible, and nothing, in the last resort, is so contrary to the spirit of his
science as “infallible” historical judgments. It was possible for Marx to be mistaken in his
position with respect to certain national movements, and the author of the present work
tried to show in 1896 and 1897 that Marx’s views on the Polish question, as on the Eastern
question, were outdated and mistaken. But it is this former position of Marx and Engels on
the question of Turkey and the South Slavs, as well as on the national movement of the
Czechs and Poles, that shows emphatically how far the founders of scienti��c socialism were
from solving all nationality questions in one manner only, on the basis of one slogan
adopted a priori. It also shows how little they were concerned with the “metaphysical”
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rights of nations when it was a matter of the tangible material problems of European
development.

Finally, an even more striking example of how the creators of modern socialist politics
treated the national question is their evaluation of the freedom movement of the Swiss in
the fourteenth century. This is part of history, therefore free from the in��uence of all the
expectations and passions of day to day politics. The uprising of the Swiss cantons against
the bloody oppression of the Hapsburg despotism (which, in the form of the historical
myth of William Tell, is the object of absolute worship by the liberal-bourgeois romantic
idealist) was appraised by Friedrich Engels in 1847 in the following way:

The struggle of the early Swiss against Austria, the famous oath at Rytli, the heroic shot of
Tell, the immortal victory at Morgarten – all this represented the struggle of restless
shepherds against the thrust of historical development, a struggle of hidebound,
conservative, local interests against the interests of the entire nation, a struggle of
primitivism against enlightenment, barbarism against civilization. They won their victory
over the civilization of that period, but as punishment they were cut o�f from the whole
later progress of civilization.[8]

To this evaluation Kautsky adds the following commentary:

A question mark could be added to the above concerning the civilizing mission which the
Hapsburgs were carrying out in Switzerland in the fourteenth century. On the other hand
it is correct that the preservation of the independence of the cantons was an event which
was conservative to the nth degree, and in no way revolutionary, and that thenceforth the
freedom of those cantons served as a means of preserving an element of blackest reaction in
the center of Europe. It was those forest cantons which defeated Zwingli and his army in
1531 at the battle of Kappel, and thereby put a stop to the spread of Protestantism in
Switzerland. They provided armies to all the despots of Europe, and it was the Swiss of the
forest cantons who were the staunchest supporters of Louis XVl against the revolution. For
this the republic raised a magni��cent monument to them in Lucerne. [Die Neue Zeit, 1904-
1905, Vol.II, p.146.]

From the point of view of the ”right of nations to self-determination,” the Swiss uprising
obviously deserves the sympathy of socialists on all scores. There is no doubt that the
aspirations of the Swiss to free themselves from the Hapsburg yoke were an essential
expression of the will of the “people” or a huge majority of them. The national movement
of the Swiss had a purely defensive character, and was not informed by the desire to oppress
other nationalities. It was intended only to throw o�f the oppression of a foreign and purely
dynastic invader. Finally, this national movement formally bore all the external
characteristics of democratism, and even revolutionism, since the people were rebelling
against absolute rule under the slogan of a popular republic.

In complete contrast to this movement is the national uprising in Hungary in 1848. It is
easy to see what would have been the historical outcome of the victory of the Hungarians
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because the social and national conditions of that country insured the absolute domination
of the Magyar minority over the mixed majority of the other, subjugated nationalities. A
comparison of these two struggles for national independence - the Hungarian in 1848 and
the Swiss ��ve centuries earlier – is all the more signi��cant since both were directed against
the same enemy: the absolutism of the Austrian Hapsburgs. The method and the
viewpoint on national politics of Marx and Engels are brought into high relief by this
comparison. Despite all the external evidences of revolutionism in the Swiss movement,
and despite the indisputable two-edged character of the Magyar movement, obvious in the
��unkeyism with which the Hungarian revolutionaries helped the Vienna government to
suppress the Italian revolution, the creators of scienti��c socialism sharply criticized the
Swiss uprising as a reactionary event, while they supported fervently the Hungarian
uprising in 1848. In both cases they were guided not by the formula of “the right of nations
to self-determination,” which obviously was much more applicable to the Swiss than to the
Magyars, but only by a realistic analysis of the movements from a historical and political
standpoint. The uprising of the fragmented peasant cantons, with their regionalism against
the centralist power of the Hapsburgs, was, in the eyes of Engels, a sign of historical
reaction, just as the absolutism of the princely power, moving toward centralism, was at
that time an element of historical progress. From a similar standpoint, we note in passing,
Lassalle regarded the peasant wars, and the parallel rebellion of the minor knights of the
nobility in Germany in the sixteenth century against the rising princely power, as signs of
reaction. On the other hand, in 1848, Hapsburg absolutism was already a reactionary relic
of the Middle Ages, and the national uprising of the Hungarians – a natural ally of the
internal German revolution – directed against the Hapsburgs naturally had to be regarded
as an element of historical progress.
 

III

What is more, in taking such a stand Marx and Engels were not at all indulging in party or
class egoism, and were not sacri��cing entire nations to the needs and perspectives of
Western European democracy, as it might have appeared.

It is true that it sounds much more generous, and is more ��attering to the overactive
imagination of the young “intellectual,” when the socialists announce a general and
universal introduction of freedom for all existing suppressed nations. But the tendency to
grant all peoples, countries, groups, and all human creatures the right to freedom, equality,
and other such joys by one sweeping stroke of the pen, is characteristic only of the youthful
period of the socialist movement, and most of all of the phraseological bravado of
anarchism.

The socialism of the modern working class, that is, scienti��c socialism, takes no delight in
the radical and wonderful-sounding solutions of social and national questions, but
examines primarily the real issues involved in these problems,
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The solutions of the problems of Social Democracy are not in general characterized by
“magnanimity,” and in this respect they are always outdone by socialist parties which are
not hampered by scienti��c “doctrines,” and which therefore always have their pockets full
of the most beautiful gif�s for everyone. Thus, for example, in Russia, the Social
Revolutionary Party leaves Social Democracy far behind in the agricultural question; it has
for the peasants a recipe for the immediate partial introduction of socialism in the village,
without the need of a boring period of waiting for the conditions of such a transformation
in the sphere of industrial development. In comparison with such parties, Social
Democracy is and always will be a poor party, just as Marx in his time was poor in
comparison with the expansive and magnanimous Bakunin, just as Marx and Engels were
both poor in comparison with the representatives of “real” or rather “philosophical”
socialism. But the secret of the magnanimity of all socialists with an anarchist coloration
and of the poverty of Social Democracy, is that anarchistic revolutionism measures
“strength by intentions, not intentions according to strength”; that is, it measures its
aspirations only by what its speculative reason, fumbling with an empty utopia, regards as
̶good” and “necessary” for the salvation of humanity. Social Democracy, on the other hand,
stands ��rmly on historical ground in its aspirations, and therefore reckons with historical
possibilities. Marxian socialism di�fers from all the other brands of socialism because,
among other things, it has no pretensions to keeping patches in its pocket to mend all the
holes made by historical development.

Actually, even if as socialists we recognized the immediate right of all nations to
independence, the fates of nations would not change an iota because of this. The “right” of
a nation to freedom as well as the “right” of the worker to economic independence are,
under existing social conditions, only worth as much as the “right” of each man to eat o�f
gold plates, which, as Nicolaus Chernyshevski wrote, he would be ready to sell at any
moment for a ruble. In the 1840s the “right to work” was a favorite postulate of the
Utopian Socialists in France, and appeared as an immediate and radical way of solving the
social question. However, in the Revolution of 1848 that “right” ended, af�er a very short
attempt to put it into e�fect, in a terrible ��asco, which could not have been avoided even if
the famous “national work-shops” had been organized di�ferently. An analysis of the real
conditions of the contemporary economy, as given by Marx in his Capital, must lead to the
conviction that even if present-day governments were forced to declare a universal “right to
work,” it would remain only a ��ne-sounding phrase, and not one member of the rank and
��le of the reserve army of labor waiting on the sidewalk would be able to make a bowl of
soup for his hungry children from that right.

Today, Social Democracy understands that the “right to work” will stop being an empty
sound only when the capitalist regime is abolished, for in that regime the chronic
unemployment of a certain part of the industrial proletariat is a necessary condition of
production. Thus, Social Democracy does not demand a declaration of that imaginary
“right” on the basis of the existing system, but rather strives for the abolition of the system
itself by the class struggle, regarding labor organizations, unemployment insurance, etc.,
only as temporary means of help.
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