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The paper analyses Rosa Luxemburg’s famous work “The Russian 
revolution” written in prison in autumn 1918. Luxemburg had followed 
the debates about the Russian revolution in Germany very closely (this 
discussion is documented in Schütrumpf 2017) and began to intervene 
more and more critically. The trigger for Luxemburg’s manuscript The 
Russian Revolution was a footnote by Ernst Meyer after Leo Jogiches, 
the editor of the Spartacus Letters was detained. What I aim for is a 
reconstruction of the context Rosa Luxemburg creates in the text. To this 
end, I will treat this small but very powerful work in its entirety. I will look 
at it as if it were a symphony, with its classical four movements, composed 
as much through logic as by passion. My focus is not on the historic or 
current truths of Luxemburg’s statements and how she deals with the 
contradictions the Bolsheviks were facing after taking over state power.

Whereas Luxemburg’s manuscript The Russian Revolution chiefly 
appraises the Bolsheviks’ success in finding the right slogans to move and 
provide the masses with a focus towards revolutionary action, she also 
follows a second goal, namely to criticize Bolshevik policies precisely there 
where they stand against this understanding of socialism as a creation 
by the workers themselves. Both high esteem and harsh criticism of the 
historic accomplishment of the Bolsheviks are measured by the same 
standard. For Rosa Luxemburg socialism always essentially depends on 
one thing: ‘The whole mass of the people must take part in it’. This measure 
binds the manuscript together.

Whilst the first long part of Luxemburg’s manuscript appraises the 
Bolsheviks, sections III and IV concentrate on criticism. She focuses her 
criticism of the Bolsheviks on three central aspects: first, agrarian reform, 
second the proclamation of the right of nations to self-determination and 
the separate peace with Germany, and third the ‘suppression of democracy’. 
The first two points are discussed in section III, and the third point in 
section IV; both are nearly equally long. These are the movements two and 
three of Luxemburg’s symphony The Russian Revolution.



To her socialism is not a centrally planned machine. Instead, it is 
life, free action by free men and women united by direct cooperation. 
Should such a relation between direct experience and socialist goals – 
conceived as the socialization of the means of production – really exist, 
then, and only then, would the dictatorship of a party and terror not only 
be morally wrong but also the wrong means of building political power. 
Rosa Luxemburg repeatedly emphasized this. What she did not realize 
though, is that if socialism is understood as a centralized social economy 
then it is diametrically opposed to the free action of the masses. Yet Rosa 
Luxemburg never critically reflected on the necessary pre-conditions 
for her assumptions on socialism, and instead only pointed to concrete 
problems emerging in the Bolshevik attempt to implement socialism in 
post-war Russia.
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