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Tracing Rosa Luxemburg's Legacy
Economic and Political Debates within Contemporary India

Jigisha Bhattacharya

Introduction: Why Trace Rosa Luxemburg in India?

The political and ideological legacy of Rosa Luxemburg has long been
pondered upon by the leftist and progressive forces within India, in praxis

as well as in theoretical precincts. Her incisive works around the concerns

of imperialism, capitalism and nationalism have resonated with the pecu-
liar political formations in India in many ways. However, historically she

has not been as widely studied within the Indian leftist traditions as the

male thinkers of her time, even when her writings reflected critically on

the concerns of nationalism, imperialism and capitalism. As the organized

left has been in decline over the decades, both within India and beyond,
Luxemburg and her contributions further faded from public memory and

interest. At a time when India is at its peak of the »National Question«

with a Hindu majoritarian party in the center, revisiting Luxemburg’s

thoughts has become more important than before to offer us a possibility
to think critically. In the search for a new language of socialist solidarities,
this paper seeks to revisit Luxemburg 150 years after her birth against the

backdrop of Indian political currents. This paper, thus, looks at the inter-
linked contemporary concerns of labor, caste and gender within a neolib-
eral economy of India through the political lens provided by Luxemburg

and her ideas regarding imperialism, nationalism and capitalism."

1 It should be noted that the paper only focuses on certain tenets within the
theorization of the contemporary debates in India to have a possibility of
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I was first introduced to Luxemburg in my childhood when I got
my hands on a thin biography published by one of the many leftist
presses then popular in India. Eventually, when I joined a university
as a student of literature, my interest in contemporary leftist-progres-
sive politics resonated with an interest amongst peers in Luxemburg’s
life and work. Incidentally, a common slogan in the protest demon-
strations was, »Rosa-Clara Zetkin/We shall fight, we shall winl« — ac-
knowledging the legacy of many thinkers around the globe within
our political formations. It was with this anecdotal reference that an
impulse was born to trace Luxemburg’s legacy in places far removed
from her primary habitus. To this end, this contribution is an inqui-
ry into the possibilities Luxemburg inspires us to imagine. It should
also be clarified here that this paper is not just an academic inquiry,
but an inquiry that is also deeply political, perhaps with a »commit-
ment to liberation.«* This essay follows political debates regarding
gender, caste, nationalism and capital by scholars identifying with
some strands of socialism in India. Commentaries by thinkers will
be quoted extensively to avoid the risk of a selective reading of the
propositions, or their contexts in this political inquiry.

tracing Luxemburg’s ideas to arrive at a new language for socialist solidari-
ties. In no way does this paper offer a holistic picture of all leftist/ progressive
debates within India.

2 Bernard D’Mello: Angela Davis, Anuradha Ghandy, and BlackLivesMatter,
DalitLivesMatter. Redspark, 1r.1.2017, www.redspark.nu/en/peoples-war/
india/angela-davis-anuradha-ghandy-and-blacklivesmatter-dalitlivesmatter.
The author-activist D’Mello here differentiates between academic intellec-
tuals and intellectual activists, while commenting on Angela Davis, saying
that intellectual activists are always marked by a deep »commitment to libe-
ration« against the former bunch.


www.redspark.nu/en/peoples-war/india/angela-davis-anuradha-ghandy-and-blacklivesmatter-dalitlivesmatter
www.redspark.nu/en/peoples-war/india/angela-davis-anuradha-ghandy-and-blacklivesmatter-dalitlivesmatter
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Rosa Luxemburg and the Concern of Capital:
The Case of Imperialism in India

The Indian subcontinent was indelibly marked with the event of its
colonial domination by European forces. Traditionally, the critical re-
lationship between colonialism and the flourishing of global capital
has not received wide attention around the globe. Noted Indian his-
torian Irfan Habib, for example, comments that

»Marx’s theory of capitalist production and circulation was mainly set
forth in Capital, in the first volume published in 1867, and in the two
posthumous volumes edited by Engels. This largely fixed the framework
for Rosa Luxemburg’s Accumulation of Capital (1913). Yet her work ac-
quired something of a landmark status, since she tried to look at Marx’s
analysis critically, while fully remaining loyal to his method and his
cause. The political significance of Luxemburg’s critique was that capi-
talism could now be seen as exploiting not only the working class in the
capitalist countries, but also peoples living outside the capitalist order ...
Her writing, though, should have had a greater appeal instinctively for
people whose countries have had colonial pasts or have otherwise suf-

fered from the inequities of imperialism.«®

While colonialism has had different manifestations within settler and
non-settler colonies, the specific formations of social, political and
economic life have definitely been marked by the onset of the colo-
nial plunder, which continues to shape life within the erstwhile colo-
nies. It is here that Luxemburg, who envisaged a critical attention to
the experience within the colonized countries and its diverse political

3 Irfan Habib: Capital Accumulation and the Exploitation of the »Unequal
World: Insights from a Debate within Marxism, in: Social Scientist 31/2003,
no.3—4, p. 7.



20 Jigisha Bhattacharya

manifestations with capital, needs to be invoked. In the words of the
noted Marxist economist Prabhat Patnaik,

»Rosa Luxemburg was certainly the first author to have argued that
continuous encroachment on the precapitalist sector was essential for
the dynamics of capitalism. Even though Marx wrote more than almost
anyone else located in the metropolis on the exploitation of the colo-
nies under capitalism, this sensitivity did not get reflected in the core of
his theoretical analysis, which took a self-contained capitalist economy,
consisting only of capitalists and workers, and divisible only into de-
partments of production, as its point of departure. Indeed, one can go
further. To date, Rosa Luxemburg is perhaps the only author of note to
have argued the theoretical necessity of the precapitalist sector for capi-
talist dynamics. A large number of Marxist and third-world nationalist

writers have underscored the historical fact of colonial exploitation.«*

As Patnaik further comments incisively, while many have acknowl-
edged that capitalism indeed flourished riding on imperialism, Lu-
xemburg was one of the foremost thinkers who located the intrinsic
dependence of capitalism on its imperial machinery.” While there
might be critiques of her proposition regarding the eventual fall of
capital, Luxemburg was a visionary in pointing out the increasing
degradation and exploitation within the societies still grappling with
their imperial history of subordination.

It was hardly »absentmindedness«® with which the project of im-
perialism flourished and left its indelible economic impression on

4 Prabhat Patnaik, The Value of Money, New York 2009, pp. 212-213.

5 Patnaik further contradicts Luxemburg on her theory of the inevitable col-
lapse of capitalism, following Lenin and Althusser, but acknowledges the
basic premise of Luxemburg’s thought on the colony and capital. Ibid., 213.

6  English historian John Robert Seely’s famous quote mentioned in Surendra
Rao: Disrobing Colonialism, and Making Sense of It, in: Social Scientist
38/2010, no. 7-8, p. 24.
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its erstwhile colonies. It was, rather, the active exploitation of the
un-industrialized parts of the world that ensured the flourishing of
the British Empire to the point of their 20th-century global domi-
nation. The economic exploitation of the colonies was not limited to
an early phase of industrialization, where the idea that the colonies
supplied raw materials and the Empire sold processed goods back to
the colonial market does not provide an adequate picture. Rather, the
Empire depended on the colonies for labor, the appropriation of re-
sources and an active resistance to industrialization within its colonies
to ensure the continuity of an »unequal exchange.«” Historian Aditya
Mukherjee comments,

»With industrialization and capital becoming the key factor of produc-
tion, the use of labour from the un-industrialized parts of the world for
capital accumulation was combined with huge transfers of capital from
the colonies to the metropolis in the form of the colonies’ export surplus
of unremitted commodities (the process of drain or tribute collection).
In today’s world, a major form of surplus appropriation is in the form

of »brain drain« to the advanced countries from the backward ones.«®

Following Marx’s early writings on colonialism, Mukherjee further
comments on how, within leftist frameworks, only the violent de-
struction of the British Empire was widely critiqued and how it was
accepted as a historical necessity for the colonies progressing to cap-
italism.” Very soon, Marx and other Marxist thinkers deviated from
such a view and rather accepted the need to overthrow colonialism to

7 Arghiri Emmanuel: Unequal Exchange. A Study of the Imperialism of Trade,
New York/London 1972. Quoted in Irfan Habib: Capital Accumulation and
the Exploitation of the »Unequal« World: Insights from a Debate within
Marxism, in: Social Scientist 31/2003, no. 3—4, p. 15.

8 Aditya Mukherjee: How Colonial India Made Modern Britain, in: Economic
and Political Weekly 45/2010, no. 50, p. 74.

9 Ibid., p.73.
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achieve the flourishing of capitalism within the colonies.” The Empire,
in its initial phase of expropriation, was profiting from its colonies to
such an extent that, even while the British continued to exploit their
own working class and peasantry, the average living conditions of the
working masses were far superior to those in the colonies. The Em-
pire continued its expropriation in different forms and degrees in the
subsequent stages of mercantile and finance capitalism." India was of
critical importance to establishing Britain’s economic (and political)
supremacy over the world, leaving the colonial masses in unbridled
misery. Even after independence, the Indian nation-state struggled to
establish the capitalist order with its morals of civil liberties and de-
mocracy, constantly striving to negotiate the gap manufactured by the
Empire."” It was essentially the possession of resources by European
imperialism and the resultant dispossession of the colonies that made
the unbridled expansion of global capital possible.

Going back to Luxemburg’s political economic theses on impe-
rialism and capitalism, we receive a farsighted commentary on the
foundational role that imperialism played in the flourishing of global
capitalism. She suggests that it was on the basis of the »price of the
pains and convulsions of the whole of humanity«” that the global
expansion of capital was possible. Luxemburg carefully proposes the
distinction between empire and colony in terms of the effective mech-
anisms adopted in order to fight the »good fight«: »In Europe, force
assumed revolutionary forms in the fight against feudalism (this is the

10 Ibid. Mukherjee also comments on such a lacuna elsewhere, »[Hence] Marx
increasingly emphasised the necessity of the overthrow of colonialism, a po-
sition taken further within the Marxist tradition by Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg
and others.« See Aditya Mukherjee: The Return of the Colonial in Indian
Economic History. The Last Phase of Colonialism in India, in: Social Scien-
tist 36/3/4/2008, pp. 3—44.

11 Mukherjee: How Colonial India Made Modern Britain, p. 76.

12 Ibid., p. 7s.

13 Rosa Luxemburg: Introduction to Political Economy, London 2013, p. 120.



Tracing Rosa Luxemburg's Legacy 23

ultimate explanation of the bourgeois revolutions in the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries); in the non-European coun-
tries, where it fights more primitive social organisations, it assumes
the form of colonial policy.«** The resultant dispossession engendered
by the reality of imperialism, therefore, not only happened in the
economic realm but also deeply affected the social reality within the
colonies. Brute military force coupled with strict colonial laws and
an imposition of the colonial model of civilization accentuated the
consolidation of existing forms of social hierarchy and exploitation. It
is worth quoting Luxemburg’s proposition at length here:

»As early as 1793, the British in Bengal gave landed property to all the
gemindars (Mahometan tax collectors) or hereditary market superinten-
dents they had found in their district so as to win native support for
the campaign against the peasant masses. Later they adopted the same
policy for their new conquests in the Agram province, in Oudh, and
in the Central Provinces. Turbulent peasant risings followed in their
wake, in the course of which tax collectors were frequently driven out.
In the resulting confusion and anarchy British capitalists successfully
appropriated a considerable portion of the land. The burden of taxa-
tion, moreover, was so ruthlessly increased that it swallowed up nearly
all the fruits of the people’s labour. This went to such an extreme in the
Delhi and Allahabad districts that, according to the official evidence of
the British tax authorities in 1854, the peasants found it convenient to
lease or pledge their shares in land for the bare amount of the tax levied.
Under the auspices of this taxation, usury came to the Indian village,
to stay and eat up the social organisation from within like a canker. In
order to accelerate this process, the British passed a law that flew in
the face of every tradition and justice known to the village community:
compulsory alienation of village land for tax arrears. In vain did the old

family associations try to protect themselves by options on their heredi-

14 Rosa Luxemburg: The Accumulation of Capital, London 2003, p. 369.
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tary land and that of their kindred. There was no stopping the rot. Every
day another plot of land fell under the hammer; individual members
withdrew from the family unit, and the peasants got into debt and lost
their land. The British, with their wonted colonial stratagems, tried to
make it appear as if their power policy, which had in fact undermined
the traditional forms of landownership and brought about the collapse
of the Hindu peasant economy, had been dictated by the need to protect
the peasants against native oppression and exploitation and served to
safeguard their own interests. Britain artificially created a landed aristoc-
racy at the expense of the ancient property-rights of the peasant commu-
nities, and then proceeded to »protect« the peasants against these alleged
oppressors, and to bring this illegally usurped land into the possession

of British capitalists.«"

While missing a few historical accuracies, such an analysis of the Brit-
ish rule of India remains prescient to the resultant social formations
that would continue to consolidate the deep inequalities within Indi-
an society. Coupled with the »civilizing mission,« such as the increased
development of railways, ports and other methods of connectivity,
»modernization« and capitalist exploitation continued hand in hand.

Rosa Luxemburg and the Social Reality of the Colonies:
The Persistence of Caste in India

Such an understanding enables us to analyze the contemporary polit-
ical situation within India with a different lens full of critical possibil-
ities at a nuanced political understanding. It further accommodates a
view of the varied manifestations colonialism has engendered within
social, political and economic life in India that continue to dominate
its present. Even while India has been witnessing a promise of »In-

15 Ibid., pp. 353-354-
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dia Shining«'® since its economic reforms,” the so-called feudal (or
pre-capitalist) structures of caste, gender, and religion have continued
to permeate its social and political life, rather than fading into obliv-
ion. The »spatio-temporal«® expansion over cartographies ensured
the interlinked future of nationalism and social exploitation in the
colonies (albeit not in identical manners). The apparent reality of the
faceless existence of global capital and its project of globalization hap-
pened in specific territorial ways, engendering further segregation and
oppression within such territories. The reality of a caste-based society
in India (akin but different to the concern of race” in the Global
North), however, has often been at loggerheads with a dogmatic un-
derstanding of Marxian theory.*

16 India Shining was a marketing slogan aiming at a rapid economic growth of
India post its liberal reforms. This slogan was popularized by the then ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party for the 2004 Indian General Elections. (See: hteps://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India_Shining)

17 'The liberalization of Indian economy began in 1991 with the promise of ex-
panding its market globally, and bringing in more investment from private
foreign funds within the Indian private and public sectors. See Dipankar
Bhattacharya: Political Economy of Reforms in India, in: Economic and Po-
litical Weekly 3411999, no. 23, pp. 1408-1410. Also see Malini Bhattacharya
(Eds.): Perspectives in Women’s Studies: Globalization, Delhi 2004.

18 Stephen Morton: Capital Accumulation and Debt Colonialism after Rosa
Luxemburg, in: New Formations 94/2018, p. 93.

19 Even though caste and race have been compared for their likeness, their
manifestations within the social life are significantly varied. Aditya Nigam
puts it succinctly, »[Parenthetically,] we might note here that this is one sense
in which caste can never be race — it can easily be made invisible, as indeed it
has been for decades, where the visual presence of race might be impossible
to erase.« See Aditya Nigam: Hindutva, Caste and the »National Uncon-
scious«, in: Vishwas Satgar (Eds.): Racism after Apartheid. Challenges for
Marxism and Anti-Racism, Johannesburg 2019, p. 123. Also see BR Ambed-
kar: Annihilation of Caste, an undelivered speech in 1936, https://ccnmtl.
columbia.edu/projects/mmt/ambedkar/web/readings/aoc_print_2004.pdf.

20 Many have pointed out how a mechanical understanding of the base and su-
perstructure debate by Indian Marxists — both parliamentary and non-par-


https://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/mmt/ambedkar/web/readings/aoc_print_2004.pdf
https://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/mmt/ambedkar/web/readings/aoc_print_2004.pdf
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Even though there have been a few thinkers who have acknowl-
edged the importance of the question of caste when analyzing Indian
social and political formations, the left did not wake up to seeing caste
as intrinsically related to its commitment to a socialist revolution or
change.” With some degrees of difference regarding the importance
placed on the »caste-question,« the parliamentary and non-parlia-
mentary left continued propagating a dogmatic understanding of
the base-superstructure debate, deriding every such concern as a dis-
traction to class struggle. For example, in the crucial debate regard-
ing »mode of production«** that tore apart the previously undivided
Communist Party of India into many parts on the parliamentary and
non-parliamentary spectrum, »caste« as a category had little recogni-
tion in the entirety of the conversation around the agricultural and
industrial masses. With the increase of Dalit-Bahujan* movements
within India, the »caste question« has battled its way into any imag-
ination of liberation. Consequently, it has also established a strong
(albeit limited) footing within leftist thought and activism. A renewed
emphasis has been put on analyzing the history of colonialism and

liamentary have ignored the material existence of the forces of caste or gen-
der in their analysis of labor. See Aditya Nigam: Hindutva,, pp. 118-136.

21 DD Kosambi, RS Sharma, Suvira Jaiswal to name a few of the early leftist au-
thors to put an emphasis on caste. See Anand Teltumbde/Shoma Sen (Eds.):
Scripting the Change: Seclected Writings of Anuradha Ghandy, Delhi 2011.

22 A debate in the 1970s which gave birth to the many strands of leftist organi-
zations within India, both within the parliamentary and non-parliamentary
spectrum. See Aditya Nigam: Hindutva, pp. 118-136. Also see Murzban Jal:
Asiatic Mode of Production, Caste and the Indian Left, in: Economic and
Political Weekly 49/2014, no. 19, pp. 41—49.

23 »Dalit« which literally translates to oppressed refers to the way in which
the former untouchable castes choose to identify themselves, as inspired
by the Ambedkarite movements, while »Bahujan« is a term which refers to
a broader political alliance between Dalits and other lower-caste groups of
the Hindu caste-order. The Dalit-Bahujan movement, especially in recent
decades forms a substantial rung of social and political activism and thought
within the Indian subcontinent.
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feudalism within India, and a stronger impulse has been identified
to study their interrelation to the flourishing of capital within In-
dia. Nivedita Menon has argued, »[i]t is impossible to think through
Marxism outside of caste any longer in India. This realisation is rela-
tively recent for the left and for feminism, because their politics was
located in a secular modernist paradigm that rendered caste illegiti-
mate.«** Murzban Jal, while analyzing the contemporary reality of the
»caste question« within »modern India,« acknowledged the impor-
tance of Luxemburg’s thoughts in this regard. While recognizing the
persistent reality of caste within modern Indian society as interlinked
with what he calls »surrogate capitalism,« Jal suggests:

»There is also another fact that necessitates that caste-based pre-capi-
talist social formations are a dire need for global capital accumulation.
Here one needs to articulate Marx’s idea of capitalism-at-the-periphery
differently from the model of west European capitalism that broke the
shackles of feudalism. The Indian variant of capitalism-at-the-periphery
could not break its caste-based past. Rosa Luxemburgs idea of the neces-
sity of pre-capitalist formations in the dialectic of capitalist exchange has
to be invoked here. Consequently the intrusion of capitalism in Asia has
not brought in »pure capitalism« — capitalism with »free labour«. Instead
it would bring in capitalism with a form of unfree labour, labour that
has the stamp of caste marked on its unfortunate forehead. That labour
in India exits as both free and unfree labour, and within the parameters

of caste stratification should not shock anyone.«*

Since the capitalism that characterized the colonies was evidently differ-
ent from the flourishing of capital within advanced liberal nation-states

24 Nivedita Menon: Marxism, Feminism and Caste in Contemporary India,
in: Vishwas Satgar (Eds.): Racism after Apartheid: Challenges for Marxism
and Anti-Racism, Johannesburg 2019, p. 137.

25 Jal: Asiatic Mode of Production, p. 46.
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within Europe, the assumption of an erasure of the »pre-capitalist rem-
nants«*® was not held by Indian society. Rather, the expansion of impe-
rialism ensured a further concentration of all the existent backwardness
within the colony. Riding on the ugly underbelly of the colonial ma-
chinery, uneven development and backwardness further increased with
the capitalist vision of globalization, making »[c]apital accumulation
necessarily interlocked with various pre-capitalist economic forma-
tions.«*” Unlike in Europe, India did not have an over-arching wave of
scientific outlook and modernist thought that would drive away all so-
cial backwardness; instead, a further accentuation of the same became
the very mechanism through which the expansion of capital would
happen within modern Indian society.

While the anti-caste thinker and activist BR Ambedkar rightly
pointed out how caste is not only a division of labor but also a divi-
sion of laborers,”® the Indian left elided the problematic of caste while
analyzing the working masses. Even while discussing the concept of
labor, they paid little attention to the embedded structures of caste
within land and property relations, which was supposed to form the
very basis of a material understanding of labor. Aditya Nigam has
pointed out, a few Marxist authors like the historian Sumit Sarkar
introspected and rectified their own understanding regarding the re-
ality of caste, but not many followed suit.”’ In contemporary India,
a strange amalgamation of its feudal and imperialist history and the
flourishing of neoliberal capital have led to the centrality of questions
of caste-based discrimination and oppression as being intrinsically
linked with those of the mode of production. In other words, the only
possible way to understand the intricate relations within labor and

26 Ibid.

27 1Ibid., p. 47.

28 Ambedkar: Annihilation of Caste.

29 Sarkar, for example, accepted the historic omission of caste in his early works
on India, revisiting the case of Bengal where the early-20th century materials
reveal caste as a »central theme.« Quoted in Nigam: Hindutva, p. 121.
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capital in India is to look into the material ways in which labor has
existed. Shah and Lerche offer an incisive commentary regarding this:

»We argue that social relations of oppression of Dalits and Adivasis® are
pervasive in the way capitalism has expanded across the country. We pro-
pose that these social relations of oppression in the expansion of capitalism
in India are entrenched through at least three interrelated processes. The
first is the historical inherited inequalities of power, which enable domi-
nant groups and the state to control the adverse incorporation of Adivasis
and Dalits in the capitalist economy. The second is the super-exploitation
of casual migrant labour, where local labour power is undercut by a more
vulnerable workforce, enabling capital to fragment the overall labour force
and therefore better control and cheapen it. Third, conjugated oppression
of class relations and multiple oppressions based on caste, tribe, class, gen-
der and region is a constitutive part of these processes and includes all-In-
dia stigmatisation and other oppressive relations furthering the division of

the working classes, also between and within Adivasi and Dalit groups.«”

Thus, it is an intermittent coupling of the assumed pre-capitalist and
capitalist structures that were reified time and again within the capi-
talist economy itself to meet the territorial and social needs of its sub-
sistence within the Indian economy. Class was intricately related to
the concern of caste in Indian society, demanding an understanding
which extended well beyond any assumption of a class struggle that
was devoid of caste, gender or ethnicity.

»Caste« was only seen as something ossified in history with no rele-
vance to the modern understanding of the social, political and econom-

30 The tribal population within India who have been imagined as complete-
ly outside the divisions of the Hindu caste-system. See Anand Teltumbde/
Shoma Sen (Eds.): Scripting the Change: Seclected Writings of Anuradha
Ghandy, Delhi 2011. Also see Ambedkar: Annihilation of Caste.

31 Jens Lerche/Alpa Shah: Conjugated Oppression Within Contemporary
Capitalism, in: 7he Journal of Peasant Studies 45/2019, no. s—6, p. 93s.
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ic formations within India, which led to a further obfuscation of the
material manifestation of caste-based oppression within Indian society.
While European feudalism and serfdom were being discussed at length
in relation to the Indian economy, discussions on caste were forever
peripheral in analyses of »labor service« and »agrarian unfreedom.«*
Based on his study of Marxist scholarship, Nigam proposes that the
omission of caste on a discursive and political level by Indian Marx-
ists constituted a problem directly connected to the very construction
of the »modern self in India.«* The fraught interrelation India had
with access to modernity was further problematized by its colonial past,
which propagated a selective understanding of a secular modernity de-
void of any »backwardness« for its own benefit within the new Indian
middle class the Empire was using to strengthen its own machinery.
In reality, the exploitative land relations, forced lack of industrializa-
tion and the relations of production the Empire enjoyed vis-a-vis its
colony in India further concentrated the existent social hierarchies on
the basis of caste. After India’s independence, an increased effort was
made within the Nehruvian economy to ensure a swift flourishing of
democratic ideals, civil liberties and a secular outlook in tandem with
the vision of India’s progression into a capitalist economy.>* This mod-
ern self, adopted uncritically by the Indian left, derided everything that
did not fit a mechanical understanding of a class struggle as backward,
or a thing of the past, or as »false consciousness,« thus belittling its ma-
terial basis within Indian society. In the words of Nigam, »[t]he erasure
of caste involved not merely its proscription or>repression« from public
discourse, in any obvious sense, rather, it was built into the formation
of the self, seen as something that this rmodern Indianc had already left
behind in some remote past.«*®

32 Nigam: Hindutva, p. 120.

33 Ibid., 118.

34 Mukherjee: How Colonial India Made Modern Britain, p. 75.
35 Nigam: Hindutva, p. 122.
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Such an understanding is further accentuated by Murzban Jal, who
contends that the assumed »pre-capitalist« entity of caste-based rela-
tions returned again and again to modern India, not in opposition but
in close interrelation with its liberal economic reforms. This is precisely
why one needs to go back to Luxemburg and carefully reflect not only
on her proposition of the essential connection between imperialism
and the global flourishing of capital, but especially on the »human
cost« of colonial oppression, because in India, »[c]aste is not something
that is outside the ambit of class struggle.«*® As has been pointed out
by many intellectuals before, capitalist economies worldwide are thriv-
ing on a combination of surplus development and under-development,
further accentuating the existing hierarchies between dominant and
minority social relations. In the uneven field of development in India,
the economic and social dimensions become intrinsically connected
to each other on the basis of the consolidation of caste relations. The
recent development of Hindu nationalist forces within India have thus
remained a mystery to many who were not yet ready to pay heed to
the peculiarity of Indian social structures and their embedded nature
within the neoliberal framework of economic advancement.

Rosa Luxemburg and the »'Woman Question« —
Gendered Labor in India

When it comes to women’s labor, India offers a picture where the
domestic and the professional are intricately linked. Since the family
within the Indian context is deeply structured around both caste and
gender,” the resultant coordinates of labor follow a similarly com-

36 Jal: Asiatic Mode of Production, p. 47.

37 Meena Gopal: Ruptures and Reproduction in Caste/Gender/Labour, in Eco-
nomic and Political Weekly 48/2013, no. 18, pp. 91—97. Also see Lerche/Shah:
Conjugated Oppression, p. 93s.
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plex and entangled pattern. Historically, Dalits have been forced to
engage with cleaning, domestic help, manual scavenging, tannery or
other menial professions which have been seen as unhygienic, filthy
and lowly. Meena Gopal points out how the tools of modernization
have remained out of reach for such jobs, and jobs like midwifery or
manual scavenging® have continued to form a large chunk of the
informal labor sector within India, further diluting the boundaries
of the private and public sectors. The reasons for women’s involve-
ment in different arrays of jobs vary significantly depending on the
dimensions of caste, patriarchal control within and outside families,
access to education, poverty, and others, as Menon points out. Many
upper-caste women who might otherwise be aware of the techniques
of childbirth would not take up a job of midwifery precisely due to
the caste taboo attached to that particular profession.” While a Dalit
person can take up the work of cleaning toilets within an upper-caste,
middle- or upper-class household, they would never be allowed to
do the kitchen work due to the caste-based understanding of purity,*
often veiled under the rhetoric of hygiene.

Only recently, the female cane-cutting contract workers in the ru-
ral Beed district of Maharashtra, in the western part of India, have
had hysterectomy surgery performed on a mass scale where all of their
ovaries were removed to ensure that the productivity of their labor is
not hindered due to their reproductive abilities.” The gendered as-
sumption of labor is so commonplace in India, as Menon points out,

38 Menon following Meena Gopal sees this as the essential result of the so-
cial reproduction within private and public sphere. See Gopal: Ruptures,
p. 91—97. Nivedita Menon: Marxism, Feminism and Caste in Contempo-
rary India, in: Vishwas Satgar (Eds.): Racism after Apartheid: Challenges for
Marxism and Anti-Racism, Johannesburg 2019, p. 137-156.

39 Ibid., p. 141.

40 Ibid., p. 142.

41 Radheshyam Jadhav: Why Many Women in Maharashtras Beed District
Have No Wombs, in: Business Line, 8.4.2012.
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that domestic labor regarding animal husbandry, childcare, kitchen-
gardening and cooking has never even been recognized by the Indian
census as »work« for a long time.*? This also led women to continue
their unpaid labor within the domestic space, which helped shape the
work of the men within these families. Since women’s entry to the
formal and informal labor market happens on deeply gendered terms,
the understanding of women’s work also needs to be located within
the material interlink between gender and labor. Studies have pointed
out how women workers often take a pro-owner position to miti-
gate and overcome their immediate concerns of domestic and public
oppression. Rohini Hensman, for example, offers insights as to how
such a strive for individualistic solutions towards the betterment of
women’s working conditions has been the key functioning method of
most trade unions within India, barring a few exceptions.*’ The man-
agerial, individualistic solutions sanctioned by the neoliberal market
have also adapted to such strategies of mitigating labor unrest.
Following Luxemburg, we can understand the need for a dialecti-
cal understanding of immediate and long-term goals for any socialist
imagination addressing the gendered aspect of labor, as »[i]t follows
that this movement can best advance by tacking betwixt and between
the two dangers by which it is constantly being threatened. One is
the loss of its mass character; the other, the abandonment of its goal.
One is the danger of sinking back to the condition of a sect; the other,
the danger of becoming a movement of bourgeois social reform.«**
The need for formal managerial solutions, especially characterized by
the neoliberal framework, cannot be automatically derided as mere-
ly opportunistic, without understanding the material conditions ne-

42 Menon: Marxism, p. 142.

43 See Rohini Hensman: Revisiting the Domestic Labour Debate. An Indian
Perspective, in: Historical Materialism 19/2011, no. 3, pp. 3—28.

44 Rosa Luxemburg: Organisational Questions of the Russian Social Democ-
racy (1904), Marxists.org, 1999: www.marxists.org/archive/Luxemburg/1904/
questions-rsd/index.htm.
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cessitating such demands in the first place. Here it is imperative to
note how the revolutionary activist Anuradha Ghandy’s work also
resonates with Luxemburg’s; Ghandy says that women’s emancipation
within India has been divided between liberal reformist tendencies,
anti-caste movements and workers movements.” For her too, it is
not a rejection of »reforms themselves« but a rejection of »reformist
strategies« within socialist feminist organizations, which are good for
organizing masses on a basic level but envision the overthrowing of
»monopoly bourgeoisie« being »gender-blind,« and therefore fail to
address the question of »women’s liberation.«*¢

Elizabeth Evans, in her critical understanding of third-wave fem-
inism, suggests how the promises of individual freedom and choice
create a belief that freedom is available to all, which further obfus-
cates the material and structural existence of oppression.”” The noted
economist Utsa Patnaik, for instance, critiques neoliberal economic
reforms, suggesting »reform policies represent the interests of imperi-
alism in achieving the economic recolonization of India — as indeed
of other third world countries — by reinstituting the most import-
ant economic features of a colonized economy.«** Nirmala Banerjee
points out how, after the economic reforms of the 1990s, there was
a momentary hike and a rapid decline in the number of both rural
and urban women’s entry to formal and informal workforces. While
rural women with some access to formal education gained short-lived
jobs within the service sectors, women in the agricultural labor force

45 See Anuradha Ghandy: Philosophical Trends in the Feminist Movement in:
Anand Teltumbde/Shoma Sen (Eds.): Scripting the Change: Selected Writ-
ings of Anuradha Ghandy, Delhi 2011, pp. 145-210.

46 1Ibid., pp. 182-193).

47 Elizabeth Evans: The Politics of Third Wave Feminisms, London 2015, p. 43.

48 Utsa Patnaik: The New Colonialism: Impact of Economic Reforms on Em-
ployment and Food Security in India, in: Malini Bhattacharya (Eds.): Per-
spectives in Women’s Studies. Globalization, Delhi 2004, p. 36.
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»moved out of cultivation.«*” Thus, in India, the »woman question«
poses a challenge that cannot be adequately addressed without taking
into account the deeply material existence of gender and labor as re-
lated to neoliberal capital. Evidently, following the debates around co-
lonialism, imperialism and nationalism, the development of feminist
thought and practices within India has been multi-pronged. Within
the left, the »woman question« has long been ignored or understudied,
owing to an understanding of this question as another »distraction«
from the understanding of a class struggle. How and why to organize
and represent women® has been a never-ending debate for the early
and late activism within the Indian left and progressive forces. This
also gave an opportunity to the Hindu right to construct their own
women’s organizations that swiftly adopted the vocabulary of a pop-
ular feminist assertion within a fold of the Hindu nation. However,
slowly but surely, many women’s organizations from within the left
and beyond have strived to address the question of gender” as embed-
ded within the understanding of labor, also marred by the dimension
of caste.

Luxemburg was exemplified — sometimes attributed to her Polish

52 of the colonial

origin — as a keen observant of the »human cost«
acquisition of land, resources and people. Even though she is often
accused of not being as attuned to the »woman question« as her con-

temporary Clara Zetkin, such a keen understanding of colonial vio-

49 Banerjee: Globalization and Women’s Work, p. 71.

so Radha Kumar: From Chipko to Sati The Contemporary Indian Women’s
Movement, in: Amrita Basu (Eds.): Women’s Movements in Global Perspec-
tive, Colorado/Oxford 1995, p. 64.

st This essay does not reflect on the gender identities as a whole beyond the
woman question, which remains a limitation of resources and outlook with-
in this question.

52 Helen C. Scott/Paul Le Blanc: Introduction to Rosa Luxemburg, in: Helen
C. Scott/Paul Le Blanc (Eds.): Rosa Luxemburg: Socialism or Barbarism,
London, New York 2010, p. 23.
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lence resonates through her understanding of patriarchal exploitation
as well. In »The Proletarian Woman,« Luxemburg contends,

»The workplace of the future needs many hands and passionate en-
thusiasm. A world of female misery awaits deliverance. Here the wife
of the small farmer groans, almost breaking under the burden of life.
There in German Africa in the Kalahari desert the bones of defence-
less Herero women bleach, driven to a cruel death from hunger and
thirst by German soldiers. In the high mountains of Putumayo on
the other side of the ocean, unheard by the world, death screams die
away of the martyred Indian women in the rubber plantations of
the international capitalists. Proletarian women, poorest of the poor,
those with the least rights, hurry to the fight for the liberation of the
female sex and the human race from the terrors of the rule of capital.
Social democracy has offered you the post of honour. Hurry to the

front and trench.«*?

Such a visceral metaphor demonstrating an untainted solidarity for
the laboring masses seems not to have lost its due even within the
late neoliberal economies in colonies. Women and their labor have
continued to be exploited even though the means of exploitation
have changed. It is here that it becomes possible to connect the gen-
dered experience of labor with the ever-expansive reality of neoliberal

capital.

53 Rosa Luxemburg: The Proletarian Woman (1914): www.merlincarpenter.com/
heroesperfinfo.htm.
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Rosa Luxemburg and the Question of the Hindu Nation

Rosa Luxemburg’s series of articles on the national question came bet-
ween 1908 and 1909, possibly owing to the issue of national self-de-
termination in Russia. However, the national question has to be vie-
wed differently within advanced nations and in previously colonized
nations. Luxemburg was keen to point out the differences between
the different kinds of demands for national self-determination as well.
Even with certain historical constraints, she offers an understanding
of the anticolonial movements with utmost poignancy, and it is worth
quoting her at length to see the resonance with the Indian condition:

»Of course, the history of the colonial expansion of capitalism displays
to some extent the contradictory tendency of the legal, and then polit-
ical gaining of independence of the colonial countries. The history of
the breaking away of the United States from England at the end of the
eighteenth century, of the countries of South America from Spain and
Portugal in the twenties and thirties of the last century, as well as the
winning of autonomy by the Australian states from England, are the
most obvious illustrations of this tendency. However, a more careful
examination of these events will point at once to the special conditions
of their origins. ... Take first the United States: the element freeing itself
from the scepter of England was not a foreign nation but only the same
English emigrants who had settled in America on the ruins and corpses
of the redskin natives — which is true also of the Australian colonies of
England, in which the English constitute 9o percent of the population.
The United States is today in the vanguard of those nations practicing
imperialist conquest. In the same way, Brazil, Argentina, and the other
former colonies whose leading element is immigrants — Portuguese and
Spanish — won independence from the European states primarily in or-
der to exercise control over the trade in Negroes and their use on the
plantations, and to annex all the weaker colonies in the area. Most likely

the same conditions prevail in India, where lately there has appeared a
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rather serious »national« movement against England. The very existence
in India of a huge number of nationalities at different degrees of social
and civilized development, as well as their mutual dependence, should
warn against too hasty evaluation of the Indian movement under the

simple heading of rthe rights of the nation.«

While Luxemburg pointed out the different methods of exploitation
in the colonies and the colonizing states, she is also deeply skeptical
of the elements constituting the national movement within colonies.
In the case of India, her discomfort in referring to the idea of India
as one nation is extremely prescient given the contemporary situation
within India which has received little critical notice.

After the initiation of liberal reforms in India in 1991, the rise of
the Hindu right emerged in the cradle of what Hansen calls a »double
discourse.«® Now it was possible for the Hindu citizen to imagine
India within the global scale, however morphed that image might
have been, and simultaneously to negotiate the space there without
losing a certain sense of cultural integrity.”® As Arathi Sriprakash and
Adam Possamai explain, »[t]he maintenance of this integrity occurred
through the relocation and reconstitution of Hindu discourses, im-
ages and practices into modern ideals of consumption.«”’ Not only is
it that, historically speaking, neoliberalism and Hindutva as political
projects experienced a steady and parallel rise since the late 1980s, it

54 Rosa Luxemburg: The Right of Nations to Self-Determination, in: Rosa Lu-
xemburg: The National Question (1976), Marxists.org, 1999: www.marxists.
org/archive/Luxemburg/1909/national-question/chor.htm. For a more de-
tailed discussion also see: Benjamin Zachariah: Rosa Luxemburg on the Na-
tional Question, in: Caleutta Historical Journal 30/2014, no. 12, pp. 19-30.

55 Arathi Sriprakash/Adam Possamai: Hindu Normalization, Nationalism and
Consumer Mobilization, in: Adam Possamai/Barbalet Jack, et al. (Eds.):
Religion and the State. A Comparative Sociology, London/New York 2011,
p. 213.

56 Ibid.

57 Ibid.
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is also that the frameworks of global capital and Hindu Rashtra have
proved to be non-antinomian. Gopalakrishnan, for example, argues
that these apparently contradictory forces share »similar visions of the
relationship between the state, society and the individual.«*® Aditya
Nigam, in a recent essay, traces the rise of the Hindu right as inex-
tricably linked with a consolidation of caste and an imagination of
nationhood, suggesting that

»[tlhe invisibility and unspeakability of caste in the understanding of
the modern Indian self is something that was achieved through a long
and tortuous process of negotiation via nationalism that installed the
new, emergent nation as uppet-caste Hindu. Talking about caste became
anathema — and was seen as a throwback to earlier, pre-modern times, as
well as being »divisive« in terms of the nation ... the caste question lies at
the heart of the Hindutva project, which along with mainstream secular
nationalism had managed to silence it but is once again now out in the

open, negotiating its space anew.«”’

With the increasing rollback of all welfare activities from several do-
mains of social life that we are seeing instrumentalized by a neoliberal
state every day, organizations like the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS)%® have increased their entry into the everyday social spheres
through their »spiritual« and »charitable« activities.

Sucheta Majumdar speaks about how, with the entry of so-called
global capital, one lacuna that remained was the »cultural capital« as-

58 Ibid., p. 210.

59 Nigam: Hindutva, p. 123.

60 'The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, or the National Volunteer Organisation
is an organisation founded in 1925 which is commonly referred to as the
Sangh Parivar, or the RSS family. It is a firm believer of Hindu-nationalist
ideas, and in the ideology of a Hindu Nation. The RSS was banned multiple
times by the post-Independence Indian government. See Christophe Jaffre-
lot, Hindu Nationalism: A Reader. Princeton, 2009.
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sociated with the older elites — »thwarted by the class arrogance of the
older bourgeoisie, newly rich traders, shopkeepers and small entre-
preneurs, bank clerks and office-workers in hundreds of small towns
have all found the culture of Hindutva attractive.«! Especially in the
northern parts of India that reaped both the good and the bad of the
Green Revolution,® caste consolidation gave rise to the burgeoning
economic crisis, especially as the caste and land relations were already
consolidated by the colonial dictum. After the neoliberal reforms, the
Green Revolution first initiated a rise and then a debilitating downfall
resulting in the agrarian crisis, affecting the lives of many, and initiat-
ing new political and social demands. The »romance of blood and vi-
olence,«” as promised by the nationalist Hindu right, further instigat-
ed caste pride within such a social order, directly channeling the rising
anxieties. Majumdar, in her account of the militant women leaders of
the Hindu right, explicates how the economic developments and the
flourishing of a religious fanaticism went hand in hand, and were not
at loggerheads with each other. She consequently emphasizes:

»If economic development had indeed taken off in post-independence
India, as in East Asia or South-east Asia, a large proportion of the pop-
ulation would have probably turned to the business of making money

and enjoying the fruits of consumer capitalism. But while capitalism has

61 Sucheta Mazumdar: Women on the March: Right-Wing Mobilization in
Contemporary India, in: Feminist Review 49/199s, p. 14.

62 »Green Revolution« refers to the adoption of »modern technologies« within
the Indian Agrarian Sector which deeply affected especially the northern
parts of India. Due to rapid use of technologically modified seeds, pesticides
and insecticides, the agricultural land conditions changed rapidly, resulting
in massive deterioration within the rural economy and public health. See
Wolf Ladejinsky: Ironies of India’s Green Revolution, in: Foreign Affairs
48/1970, no. 4, pp. 758—768. Also see Wolf Ladejinsky: How Green Is the
Indian Green Revolution? in: Economic and Political Weekly 8/1973, no. 52,
pp- 133-144.

63 Mazumdar: Women, p. 16.
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made sharp inroads into the economy and dissolved the patron-client
relationships and hierarchies of social and economic control that sus-
tained the old social order, the painful transition to a new set of social
relations is still in the making. And the transition has been a particularly

long-drawn-out one in India.«**

Hindu citizens can consequently imagine India within the global
scale, however morphed that image might have been, and simulta-
neously to negotiate the space there without losing a certain sense of
cultural integrity.” This sense of cultural integrity was being reified
time and again through the direct linkage between caste, land and
labor relations.

This centrality of »caste« to the National Question has long been
ignored by both the parliamentary and non-parliamentary left, as
was shown earlier. The emergence of the Hindu right nationalists
can be traced back to their ideologue Damodar Savarkar (1883-1966),
who published 7he Essentials of Hindutva in the 1920s. For Savarkar,
Hindutva was no longer just a religious category, but a category in-
trinsically linked to his concept of the fatherland and the holy land,
imagining India as the Hindu nation. Hinduism was no longer only
a religious categorization of followers of a certain faith, it became a
»political one that defined nationhood.«*® This new imagination of
Hindutva thus provided a way to assimilate the caste question within
the imagination of the nation. Even though the Dalit-Bahujan and
questions of (especially Muslim) minorities remained in consistent
negotiations with this Hindu nation, this vision was primarily a land-
based imagination by the upper-caste Hindu elite. The Nehruvian
era saw the rise of an upper-caste Indian elite whose members were

64 Ibid., p. 12.
65 Sriprakash/Possamai: Hindu Normalization, p. 213.
66 Nigam: Hindutva, p. 126.
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seemingly »casteless, classless and placeless«”” — a prototype of the
ideal global citizen, who did not have to succumb to their imme-
diate »given« identities. Taking a cue from Luxemburg’s critique of
self-determination®® strategies by nation-states, such a national bour-
geoisie indeed replaced the colonial masters after independence. This
bourgeoisie was steeped within their class, caste and gender privileges
and opposed any fundamental challenge to these privileges. They did
not change the basic conditions of exploitation which existed due to
colonialism, imperialism or capitalist exploitation. Not only did they
remain in control of the modes of production, they exploited their
caste-based superiority and remained vestiges of imperial domination.
Luxemburg, speaking on the national question in Germany, suggests
instead:

»Naturally, we are not speaking here of a nationality as a specific ethnic
or cultural group. Such nationality is, of course, separate and distinct
from the bourgeois aspect; national peculiarities had already existed for
centuries. But here we are concerned with national movements as an
element of political life, with the aspirations of establishing a so-called
nation-state; then the connection between those movements and the

bourgeois era is unquestionable.«®

Contrarily, the Hindutva project suggests immediate specificities for
people to identify with, which are »markers of irreducible cultural dif-
ferences.«’® Against the kind of placeless anonymity that the myth of
globalization produces, the imagination of a Hindu nation provides a

67 Satish Deshpande: Communalising the Nation-Space. Notes on Spatial Stra-
tegies of Hindutva, in: Economic and Political Weekly 30/1995, no. 5o, p. 3223.

68 Luxemburg: Self-Determination.

69 Rosa Luxemburg: The Nation-State and the Proletariat, in: Rosa Luxem-
burg: The National Question (1976), Marxists.org, 1999: www.marxists.org/
archive/Luxemburg/1909/national-question/cho2.htm.

70 Deshpande: Communalising the Nation-Space, p. 3223.
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much more personalized connection with their caste strata. The »pro-
found indifference« to the local and the regional that globalization
provides to its people is an »identity anxiety,«’! which can easily be
negotiated in Hindutva through intimate strategies that produce and
reproduce the intimate relations with their land, caste groups and, by
extension, the nation-state. Nationalism, for Luxemburg, on the oth-
er hand, always remained a question that put her at loggerheads with
contemporary Marxists. She argued that

»the development of the bourgeoisie has proved unequivocally that
a modern nation-state is more real and tangible than the vague idea
of »freedom« or national »independence«; that it is indeed a definite
historical reality, neither very alluring nor very pure. The substance
and essence of the modern state comprise not freedom and indepen-
dence of the >nation,« but only the class dominance of the bourgeoisie,
protectionist policy, indirect taxation, militarism, war, and conquest.
The bourgeoisie used to use the obvious technique of trying to cover
up this brutal historical truth with a light ideological gauze, by of-
fering the purely negative happiness of >independence and national

freedom.«’?

All such conditions, as are prevalent within India, have been utilized so
far for the simultaneous development of neoliberal economic reforms
and an ultra-nationalist euphoria. The movement for a nation-state
(and not for self-determination by particular ethnicities) was always
seen by her as a product of the bourgeois era. Luxemburg’s analysis
of the National Question demonstrates her prescience regarding later
developments within an erstwhile colonial nation that will thrive on
the duality of nation and global capital. Luxemburg suggests,

71 Ibid., p. 3226.
72 Luxemburg: Nation-State.
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»Although the bourgeois appetite for markets for »its own« commodities
is so elastic and extensive that it always has the natural tendency to in-
clude the entire globe, the very essence of the modern bourgeois »national
ideac is based on the premise that in the eyes of the bourgeoisie of every
country, its own nation — their >fatherland« — is called and destined by

nature to serve it [the bourgeoisie] as a field for the sale of products.«”

Capitalism, for Luxemburg, did not expand in a void, but is some-
thing which flourishes »in a definite territory, a definite social envi-
ronment, a definite language, within the framework of certain tradi-
tions, in a word, within definite national forms.«

In her proposition on the National Question, Luxemburg con-
nects the economic and political conditions concentrated by the na-
tionalist demands, which seem significant when analyzing the present
conditions within India. She further outlines:

»In a word, capitalism demands for its proper development not only
markets, but also the whole apparatus of a modern capitalistic state. The
bourgeoisie needs for its normal existence not only strictly economic
conditions for production, but also, in equal measure, political condi-
tions for its class rule. From all this it follows that the specific form of
national aspirations, the true class interest of the bourgeoisie, is stare
independence. The nation-state is also simultaneously that indispensable
historical form in which the bourgeoisie passes over from the national
defensive to an offensive position, from protection and concentration
of its own nationality to political conquest and domination over oth-
er nationalities. Without exception, all of today’s »nation-states« fit this
description, annexing neighbors or colonies, and completely oppressing

the conquered nationalities.«”

73 Ibid.
74 Luxemburg: The National Question.
75 Luxemburg: The Nation-State.
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This brings us to an understanding of the present rise of the Hindu
right nationalists within India who effectively propagate a domina-
tion over other nationalities with an imagination of their fatherland
bordering from Afghanistan to Myanmar. Similarly, it also points us
towards the direction where it is not only the economic conditions
of subjugation and dispossession that sustain the demands for a na-
tion-state but a need for political dominance for its class rule. These
political conditions, as demonstrated before in the case of India, stem
directly from its caste relations, gender relations and their entangle-
ment with economic relations, both within the industrial and agrar-
ian masses. Thus, the imagination of the nation does not oppose but
aid the specific concentrations of caste and gender hierarchy, while
continuing with the under-development and oppression engendered
by the neoliberal capital.

In Conclusion: Reform, Revolution and
a New Language for Liberation

Within contemporary political, social or civil movements, especially
since the Bharatiya Janata Party — the Hindu nationalist organiza-
tion — became a state power with a singular majority, the popular right
discourse of movements has faced a considerable amount of challeng-
es and arising hopelessness. This crisis, which has manifested itself in
other political tenets, has also taken gender as its site of manifestation.
It has created over-arching questions over the existing ready-made
solutions, binaries, as well as forms of organizing that have been prac-
ticed since the wake of liberalization in India. It is the lack of dialecti-
cal understanding in viewing reform and revolution that characterizes
the contemporary assertions of women’s movements in India today.
Based on the »historically inherited« inequalities of power, the exist-
ing vulnerability of the work-force, which are oppressed by the con-
jugated forces of »class relations and multiple oppressions based on
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caste, tribe, class, gender and region,«’® has further consolidated the
forms of oppression on the basis of caste or gender. While Luxemburg
was persistent in connecting control over both economic and political
lives as essential to any imagination of a socialist revolution, the Indi-
an left, whether parliamentary or non-parliamentary, has struggled to
see them in tandem.

The demand for control over »political life,« which has often been
seen and readily dismissed as »identity politics,« is necessarily at log-
gerheads with the crass understanding of class struggle. This control
over the political life of society is echoed in Luxemburg; in »What
Does the Spartacus League Want?« she writes that the envisioned »es-
sence« of a socialist society would be one where the oppressed mass
can »control its own political and economic life in conscious and free
self-determination.«”” The search for such a free self-determination in
Indian society, which is ridden with class and caste-based inequalities
and with a nascent history of colonial oppression, actually makes it
imperative to locate reform and revolution in a connection. This is
where a dialectical understanding of reform and revolution can be
found within the demands voiced in the recent political struggles.
Thus, by stressing the human cost of multiple oppressions, Dalits,
women and all oppressed masses can perhaps imagine a control over
their »political life.« As Luxemburg would have said, the »effective-
ness« of »political freedom« vanishes the moment »freedom becomes
a special privilege«’® — sanctioned for a few, affordable by a few.

After Indian independence in 1947, a sincere effort was made
to implement the ideals of social justice and democracy through a
number of measures ensuring equality after the Constitution of India

76 Lerche/Shah: Conjugated Oppression, p. 935.

77 Rosa Luxemburg: What Does the Spartacus League Want? (1918), Marxists.
org, 2004: www.marxists.org/archive/Luxemburg/1918/12/14.htm.

78 Rosa Luxemburg: The Problem of Dictatorship, in: Rosa Luxemburg: The
Russian Revolution (1918), Marxists.org, 1999: www.marxists.org/archive/
Luxemburg/1918/russian-revolution/cho6.htm.
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came into being. However, such a merely formal establishment could
not adequately address the class, caste and gender relations within the
newly independent nation. Owing to the oblivion of the Indian left,
the question of the political liberation merely became rhetoric with-
out any real-time implication within left praxis. The changes as well as
the demands for change echoed reformist tendencies which failed to
deter the rise of the Hindu right nationalists in contemporary times.
Luxemburg’s crucial role in addressing the debate between reform and
revolution came to prominence during the Second International. Lu-
xemburg does not hold contempt for tangible reforms but for reform-
ist tendencies, commenting that

»[i]nstead of taking a stand for the establishment of a new society they
take a stand for surface modifications of the old society. If we follow the
political conceptions of revisionism, we arrive at the same conclusion
that is reached when we follow the economic theories of revisionism.
Our program becomes not the realisation of socialism, but the reform
of capitalism; not the suppression of the wage labour system but the
diminution of exploitation, that is, the suppression of the abuses of cap-

italism instead of suppression of capitalism itself.«”

It is imperative to point out the few theoretical insights from within
the Indian left that indeed resonate a similar concern regarding the vi-
tality of control over political life and do not denigrate the concerns of
caste or gender as distractions from class struggle. Anuradha Ghandy
comes to mind as an early proponent of the essential link between
class and caste within the Indian left, whose combined life of theory
and activism resulted in her demise. Ghandy points to the fact that

79 Rosa Luxemburg: Conquest of Political Power, in: Rosa Luxemburg: Re-
form or Revolution? (1908), Marxists.org, 1999: www.marxists.org/archive/
Luxemburg/1900/reform-revolution/cho8.htm.
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»[i]n India the traditional communists (CPI, CPM, etc.) have generally
viewed class struggle as primarily, an economic struggle. They have, most
often viewed the caste struggle as dividing the people. What they did
not realize is that the people are already divided on caste lines and the
basis of unity must be equality (and that higher caste prejudices must
be fought in order to gain equality). Also, class struggle is not merely an
economic struggle, it is a struggle between the oppressed and the op-
pressor for control over the main means of production and the political
life of society. It includes the struggle in economic, political, social and
ideological spheres, and the key aspect of revolutionary class struggle
is not economic struggle but political struggle — the struggle for the
seizure of political power. In rural India, this struggle for political power
involves the smashing of the feudal and caste authority. In the country-
side, and also the setting up of new bodies (where the higher castes are
not allowed to automatically dominate) through which peoples’” power

is exercised.«*°

Ghandy, thus, resonates the basic and fundamental demand for any
socialist imagination of liberation to be centrally concerned with the
political coordinates of a struggle alongside its economic struggle — for
both of them are indeed materially placed with each other.

It is here that it becomes imperative to locate Luxemburg’s thoughts
in synchrony with the contemporary Indian condition, especially by
centrally placing the concern of »control over political and economic
life.« In »Reform or Revolution,« Luxemburg spoke for the indissolu-
ble tie between reform and revolution while qualifying both of these
categories and establishing reforms as the means towards the goal,
which is revolution. It is the lack of dialectical materialism in viewing
reform and revolution that characterizes the contemporary decline

80 Anuradha Ghandy: The Caste Question Returns, in: Anand Teltumbde and
Shoma Sen (Eds.): Scripting the Change, Seclected Writings of Anuradha
Ghandy, Delhi 2011, pp. 84-8s.
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of the left within India. If one looks into the expansion of capitalism
within India, one realizes how it is not in antagonism against the an-
tiquated systems of caste hierarchy but in perfect correlation with the
existing tools of oppression that capitalism, and later liberalization,
have happened in India. It is from within the specific anxieties of the
neoliberal era that a contingent political field of political movements
arose, which has the potential of a socialist imagination if it is rooted
within a materialist understanding of Indian society. Any demand for
mere reforms, without a deep understanding of the material condi-
tions within India, runs the risk of an unequal consolidation of power
which offers lip-service to the ideals of liberation. The current struggle
against the Hindu right nationalists perhaps can only come with a
deep commitment to liberation from both the politically and eco-
nomically oppressive structures in India. Learning from Luxemburg,
the task remains to identify reformist tendencies and potentialities of
reform without losing sight of a socialist, emancipatory politics with
the goal of political liberation.
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