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Introduction

Henryk Grossman is a name most socialists or students of political and social theory, let alone the mass of working people around the world, have probably never heard of. Yet Grossman, a Polish Jew born in 1881, deserves recognition as the most sophisticated proponent since Karl Marx of a devastating claim about the nature of our social world. For, if Grossman’s neglected but brilliant insight into economics is correct, then capitalism – the social system that has dominated life all over the globe for the past few centuries – may well be entering what he called its ‘final breakdown’.

The claim that capitalism is unsustainable has been ridiculed since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Capitalists declared ‘the end of history’ – their system had proven to be the stronger and would go on uncontested until the heat death of the universe. The same view dominated after the 1883 death of Marx, whose three-volume masterpiece Capital exposed capitalism as a crisis-ridden and historically transient economic system (mode of production).

For the next half century even Marx’s self-proclaimed successors either declared capitalism to be crisis-free and inexhaustible, or formulated flawed theories of crisis and collapse that did not support their own claims. Against the grain, Grossman dedicated himself to restoring the basis of scientific socialism. In 1929 he illuminated Marx’s insights with a rare clarity and wit in his own great work, The Law of Accumulation and Breakdown of the Capitalist System, published in 1929.

The book received an almost universally hostile reception. Attacked by both reformist social democrats and revolutionary communists, Grossman stood accused of promoting a ‘mechanical’ or ‘automatic’ theory of socialism’s ‘inevitable’ victory over capitalism that underplayed the importance of class struggle. Neither allegation is substantiated. Grossman not only gave the most thorough account of capitalism’s ability to rejuvenate but re-established the indissoluble link between economic dynamics and class struggle. In doing so he complemented and supplemented the revolutionary politics of Marxism already recovered by Vladimir Lenin, the leader of the 1917 Russian Revolution. Far from a soulless prophecy of capitalism’s automatic collapse into socialism, Grossman sought to interrogate the conditions under which we (as people, classes, social groups) make our own history, with a specific emphasis on the conditions which are not of any of our choosing.

To say that the communist movement of his time under-appreciated Grossman is to put things mildly, yet his work remains largely neglected in contemporary discussions of Marxist theory. Recent efforts to assert the importance of Grossman’s thought cuts against academic reluctance to engage with capitalism as a structure of the world rather than of thought; and against the belief of many left-wing activists that capitalism should be mended, not ended. Most notably, Australian Marxist Rick Kuhn’s remarkable biography of Grossman and ongoing translation of his collected works from Polish, Yiddish and German foreground Grossman as the most insightful Marxist economist of the twentieth century.

Before Kuhn’s work, only an abridged version of The Law of Accumulation had been translated into English, and not until 1992.1 This book seeks to contribute to the project of recovering Grossman’s insights for a new generation of socialists and revolutionaries by introducing the central tenets of Grossman’s thought and applying them to the present – quite possibly, final – capitalist crisis.

While the following chapters put forth Grossman’s most important interventions in the realm of both economics and politics, a brief discussion here of his breakdown theory, in relation to the current crisis, will help orientate the reader towards his central concerns.

Most critically, Grossman upheld Marx’s contention that capitalism – a social system based on the private ownership of production and capital accumulation; i.e., the reinvestment of profit in new production – a) derives its growth from the exploitation of human labour; b) suffers regular economic contractions due to inherent contradictions, resulting in surplus capital that cannot be (re)invested profitably; c) necessarily depresses working-class living standards in order to counter this problem; and d) cannot go on forever.

Historically, capitalism has overcome downturns by restructuring itself in order to return to growth on a higher level: failing businesses (or even whole industries) disappear; their assets are sold at bargain prices to surviving firms that monopolise, expand and cheapen production; and workers are compelled to accept lower wages and worse conditions.

Up to now, such tendencies – alongside colonial expansion – have limited crises, to one degree or another, to partial and temporary economic breakdowns. Grossman, however, warns of an eventual final breakdown that will compel the working masses to take up a revolutionary struggle for political power and a higher, sustainable mode of production – socialism.

* * *

Fast forward a century and capitalism finally seems to be reaching this point. In March 2020, stock markets crashed harder in relative terms than at any point during the Great Depression that started in 1929. Many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America were already in recession (two back-to-back 3-month periods of contraction), while Germany and Britain were spluttering along at near-zero growth.

Far from causing the crash, news of the Covid-19 pandemic (and the unprecedented worldwide social ‘lockdowns’ that followed) served merely as a catalyst. Stock markets (where individual and institutional investors buy and sell shares in companies) would not have tumbled by 30% if the value of stocks had not been epically over-valued (selling for much more than their real worth), forming a financial ‘bubble’ that was sooner or later bound to burst. Stock prices in the US, the world’s long-time economic superpower, had been at a record high of 150% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) – the average is 50% – and were extremely vulnerable to an external shock.

After the start of social lockdowns that governments mandated in the name of suppressing the virus, hundreds of millions of people around the world lost their livelihoods or much of their income.2 The United Nations (UN) warned of famines ‘of biblical proportions’. Crude oil prices fell below zero for the first time ever.

The situation has been met with an unprecedented cocktail of government spending (bail-outs, loan programmes, other subsidies for capital, and enforcing lockdowns) and zero interest rates – along with the accelerated privatisation of health care and education – much of it funded by record levels of central bank money printing. Global debt keeps hitting new highs.

Britain, the oldest capitalist superpower, entered its worst recession since 1709, its economy shrinking by 25% in March and April 2020. The World Bank estimated in June 2020 that global production would contract by 5.2% for the year, from $89.94 trillion to $83.19 trillion – equivalent to the output of Germany and France combined – three times worse than the 1.7% during the so-called Great Recession (2007-09) that nearly all ‘mainstream’ economists failed to anticipate (or, rather, warn of). Investment in the poorer ‘developing’ countries by capitalists based in the richer ‘developed’ countries initially fell five-fold compared to that previous crisis.3 In November, Zambia became the sixth country to default or restructure debts in 2020. The International Monetary Fund estimated that global GDP in 2025 would be 31% worse off than had been projected before 2007.

After lockdowns began to ease (before being re-tightened), economies began to grow again, albeit from a significantly smaller base (the UK economy remained 7% smaller at the end of 2020 compared to a year earlier). The stock markets, based on the growth of a small number of multi- and transnational tech conglomerates, soared back to record highs. The financial bubble that had been forming over the past decade reinflated to an even larger size and the World Bank predicted growth would return to 4.1% in 2021 (revised down in April 2021 to 3.3%). So what evidence is there to suggest that capitalism may have entered the process of a breakdown it cannot recover from?

For starters, this financial bubble is unlike any that has gone before. Finance analyst Graham Summers has called it ‘the everything bubble’ (the title of his 2017 book) and the third ‘one-in-100 year’ bubble in three successive decades. The 1990s and 2000s were ‘only’ beset by ‘the internet/tech bubble’ and ‘the housing bubble’, respectively. Now:


the bedrock of the entire global financial system (US Treasuries) [has] entered a bubble forcing all other asset classes to adjust accordingly…4

The bubble comprises numerous smaller, individual debt bubbles…bubbles in corporate debt, municipal debt, consumer debt, commercial debt, etc. As such, the entire $60 trillion in debt securities floating around the US financial system is vulnerable to debt deflation when the bubble bursts…5



Whereas the size of the US tech bubble reached $7 trillion and the US housing bubble twice that, the US bond bubble has surpassed $20 trillion. ‘When you include junior [lower priority] debt instruments and derivatives [bets on future prices] associated with bond yields, the figure rises to $124 trillion.’6 To put that in perspective, total global wealth in 2019 stood at $360 trillion.

That capitalism is entering its deepest ever crisis is indicated perhaps even more starkly by the fact that base interest rates (the rate of borrowing targeted by central banks) have long been stuck at or near zero – when ending a recession usually requires an average 6% cut.7

Interest rates have been trending downwards towards zero since the fifteenth century.8 Having never gone below 0.64% before 2010,9 the Fed held its target rate at zero for 7 years following the Great Recession. After going back up to 2.25% between 2016 and 2019, the rate was cut to 1.75% in 2019 and then 0% after the March 2020 crash. In Britain the rate had never gone below 2% before 2010, but has been more or less held at zero ever since.

To be clear, with rates at zero borrowers only have to pay back what they were lent. Interest rate cuts lower borrowing repayments, stimulating the cash flow needed to keep business and the economy in general running; and making the repayment of government debt more affordable. Even at 0%, however, central banks have been inundated by retailers and borrowers to lower rates to offset deflation, a general fall of prices that affects the ability and confidence of investors, homeowners and banks to spend and lend.10

Private banks have warned that negative rates threaten their profitability,11 yet the alternative may be the total implosion of the global financial bubble – along with the international banking system. To keep short-term rates going down, more and more debt has to be issued. To bring longer-term rates down (i.e., to raise demand for long-term debt), more and more cash needs to be converted into stocks, raising prices and lowering yields (rates). The bubble is now so big that this would likely involve increasingly unprecedented levels of money printing; bans on high denomination bills and charges on carrying smaller denominations; taxes on net wealth; and ‘bail-ins’,12 whereby banks – instead of being bailed-out by an outside source – seize customer assets or convert them into stocks.

Negative rates also mean that banks charge customers to deposit cash with them in the first place, while borrowers of government debt receive less back than the amount they lent. This has already started to happen in Europe and Japan over the past decade, but has never before happened in the US and Britain, capitalism’s historical leading powers.

Negative rates are of course incredibly politically toxic and must eventually disincentive bond-holding. Investors (individual or institutional) are confronted, however, with the choice of losing some of their investment or all of it.

When the bubble finally implodes, most major banks will go bankrupt; governments across the world – and large corporations – will default on their debt (fail to repay it); many, many companies and investors will go bust; pensions will evaporate; spending on public services will hit rock bottom; and unemployment will explode to all-time record highs, probably in relative as well as absolute terms.

Negative rates, even if they are tolerated for a time, cannot go down forever. When governments and central banks run out of ways to convert cash into stocks, interest rates will start to rise again, at some point triggering panic selling on the stock markets as investors realise that governments cannot afford to repay their debts. Central banks will have to print yet more money to buy dumped bonds. Put simply, it’s a recipe – since the US dollar is the global reserve currency13 – for worldwide hyperinflation.

Abnormally high inflation (above 2%) occurs if: the total of all goods and services demanded exceeds production; the amount of all goods and services supplied by producers decreases; or the supply of currency becomes significantly higher than demand for that currency. Since demand for currency rises in a crisis, a match in supply via printing is required and deflation is prevented or limited. If, however, demand falls or collapses due to bankruptcies and high or mass unemployment, and the supply goes up in an effort to raise prices or boost consumption, then inflation becomes abnormally high. This is now the risk, since bonds held by central banks would normally be sold back to the private market before inflation becomes a problem – but the private sector is also increasingly dependent on central banks as the purchaser of corporate bonds.

Even though central banks have become by far the largest buyers of government (public) debt, cancelling a government’s debt to its central bank is not much of an option. Firstly, as Bank of England (BoE) governor Andrew Bailey – who has had to reject accusations about pursuing monetary financing, a term associated with hyperinflation – pointed out, government borrowing from the central bank cannot be cost-free, since the BoE is still paying interest on reserves.14 Secondly, the factoring-in of future debt repayments in spending plans helps prevent the sort of high inflation that would otherwise result from such a rapid expansion in the money supply.

In August, the chief US equity strategist at US multinational investment firm Morgan Stanley, Mike Wilson, admitted that the Federal Reserve, ‘may not be in control of money supply growth, which means [it] won’t have control of inflation either, if it gets going’.15

Everything points to the US dollar collapsing against precious metals. When high inflation will turn into hyperinflation exactly is impossible to tell, but we may well be talking within the decade. Hyperinflation can be avoided only if the Fed accepts the inevitability of the bubble bursting and gives up on monetary financing, thereby triggering hyperdeflation, which would follow hyperinflation anyway.

The prospect of worldwide hyperinflation fits logically with the historical devaluation of fiat (unbacked paper) currency. The US dollar lost more than 97% of its purchasing power between 1635 and 2019, but this devaluation has tended to accelerate – the figure is 96% when the starting point is taken from 1913, having remained nearly unchanged in the previous 120 years;16 91% from 1947, when the US became the world’s leading capitalist power; and 85% since 1970, around the time the postwar productivity boom ended.17 For British pound sterling, the figure is more than 99.5% compared to 1694, the year it was adopted as the Royal Chartered Bank of England’s currency.18

As John Smith, author of Imperialism in the Twenty-First Century, has written:


In the end, dollar bills, like bond and share certificates, are just pieces of paper. As trillions more of them flood into the system, events in March 2020 bring closer the day when investors will lose faith in cash itself – and in the power of the economy and state standing behind it…capitalism cannot escape from this crisis, no matter how many trillions of dollars governments borrow or central banks print. The trillions they spent after 2007-9 bought another decade of zombie-like life for their vile system…The coronavirus [crisis] makes socialist revolution…across the world into a necessity.19



* * *

That zero rates are converging with exhausted major currencies at the end of a decade in which the deindustrialisation of the global workforce has been more or less completed – shifting employment predominantly from manufacturing to services – can be no coincidence, for capital’s exploitation of commodity-producing human labour is the sole source of the production of exchange-value and profit. While the mass of profit produced tends to continue to rise absolutely during capitalist development, as production becomes more mechanised and automated, the value-producing component in the production process (human labour) tends to diminish. The rate at which profit is produced relative to the total value of capital therefore tends to fall.

The general rate of profit trends downwards not just in cycles of years or decades, but historically towards zero. A study in 2014 confirmed this fact, estimating that the general rate of profit in the ‘advanced’ economies is on course to reach zero in 2054, having fallen in an overall trend from an approximate decade average of 43% in the 1870s to 17% in the 2000s.20 As

Grossman warns, however: ‘There is an absolute limit to the accumulation of capital and this limit comes into force much earlier than a zero rate of profit.’21

This is because the total mass of capital, as it grows larger and larger, becomes increasingly difficult to ‘valorise’ – that is, reproduce (preserve in value) and expand. At the same time, the pool of exploitable labour dwindles in relation to total capital. If labour comprises 30% of the productive forces and machinery 70%, then the former’s ability to valorise capital is much greater than if it only comprises 10%. The remaining 10% would have to work much harder.

Until now, this contradiction has resulted in a periodic (on average once per decade) partial ‘overaccumulation’ of capital, which is at the same time an underproduction of profit. This surplus capital cannot be (re)invested because it cannot yield a higher return, thereby placing a fetter (restraint) on investment and productivity growth. Counter-actions must be taken by the capitalist class to sufficiently devalue and centralise capital, restoring accumulation on a higher level. This is achieved during the crisis through wage reductions, innovation, company mergers, and so on. A final breakdown, though, implies an absolute overaccumulation of capital – whereby the countertendencies come up against definite limits, all accumulation ceases, attacks on wages and conditions go into overdrive and production begins to grind to a halt.

Eventually accumulation itself demands a new, higher mode of production that removes the fetters on productivity – privately-owned production, surplus capital and the profit motive. This higher mode of production is socialism, a system that replaces privately-owned, for-profit commodity production with socially-owned, break-even utility production (production based on needs and wants); and money with vouchers pegged to labour time. In the long run, this system will bring about abundant material wealth for all, leading to the withering away of all classes and states, i.e., communism.

* * *

Grossman’s elaboration of Marx has been consistently ignored, his central claims mischaracterised and his revolutionary theory derided. His work proved to be too radical for both the reformists of social democracy and the Soviet leadership (for whom it undermined their foreign policy of peaceful coexistence).

It seems, however, that Grossman’s warning is now more relevant than ever. That Marx’s true economics could have been lost for good without his contribution makes Grossman as important to today’s burgeoning revolutionary movement as Lenin, Mao, Luxemburg, Lukacs and other revolutionaries whose work is being re-evaluated in light of contemporary events. He must be rehabilitated.





Chapter 1

The Life and Politics of Henryk Grossman, Part 1

Despite his privileged upbringing and education, Henryk Grossman began to identify as a socialist from the age of 15. On May Day 1896, only the sixth annual International Workers’ Day, Grossman followed Gallacian working men into a local meeting hall outraged by the presence of occupying Habsburg soldiers in the autonomous Polish region. Once inside, he crawled through the legs of attendees to hear speakers at the front arguing for socialism. Inspired, Grossman ‘rapidly mastered all the Marxist literature’ according to his own, typically modest, account.22

At around the same time, his father, a small mine owner, passed away unexpectedly. The family remained financially comfortable and continued to live in Krakow, where Henryk, originally named Chaskel, had been born. While registered as Jewish, the change of the young Grossman’s name epitomised his parents’ assimilation into polite Polish society.23 Krakow was the cultural capital of Poland – then partitioned between Russia, the Habsburg Empire and Germany – and the administrative centre and commercial hub of western Galicia, a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Grossman’s Jewishness played a critical role in his political development. Thanks to its wealth, his family was relatively insulated from the anti-semitic bigotry and discrimination that blighted working-class Jewish life. Like his parents, Grossman enjoyed the cultural pursuits of the fashionable upper classes, but despite this and his schooling at an elite Polish boarding school, Grossman could not ignore a rising political antisemitism that bred some sense of cross-class resistance among Jewish people. He would later write that this growing antisemitism was driven to some extent by capitalist penetration into the countryside and the ensuing attacks on traditional Jewish roles.24

Under Austrian law, Jews were defined as a religious group with equal civil rights to any other. The vast majority of Jews in Galicia, however, who were poor and spoke Yiddish as their first language, were disadvantaged even compared to poor Poles.25 Yiddish was not recognised as a language and Jews were hardly represented in public service, the judiciary or universities. This dispossessed group, speaking a different language and increasingly present in poor urban neighbourhoods, became a convenient scapegoat for the ruling class, who wanted to displace the anger of Polish workers at exploitative labour practices and foreign rule.

Having previously described himself as Jewish by religion and Polish by nationality, in his second semester of university Grossman put a dash under ‘Nationality’ on his enrolment form. After studying law and philosophy, he disappointed his mother by turning down her wish for him to take on responsibilities in the family business.26

Grossman had become active as a young radical in the production of a political student magazine in 1899. By the end of the decade, he had taken on the socialist leaders of Galicia in a theoretical debate at a conference27 – and by the age of 24 he had founded a new party.


Anti-war activism

The Polish Social Democratic Party (PPSD), like its peers in the Second International28 (the international organisation of socialist parties), had committed itself to reforming Polish society through the ballot. They hoped to bring together Polish speaking regions in different empires through loose electoral alliances across borders. Although the International was formally Marxist, the wing which dominated most European parties rejected Marx’s revolutionary road to socialism: in place of the abolition of the bourgeois (capitalist) state and its replacement by a socialist state, they advocated a path to socialism through legal reforms and the liberties already afforded workers, such as the rights to vote, unionise and assemble. Grossman was a member of the PPSD but vocally challenged the leadership.

He also joined and became vice-president (and then secretary) of Ruch (Movement), the main organisation of radical and socialist students in Krakow.29 It was associated not only with the PPSD but also the Polish Socialist Party (PPS), led by Józef Pilsudski; and the Social Democracy of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDKPiL), led by the revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg. Grossman identified with the SDKPiL,30 which supported not only Jewish and Ukrainian minority rights but also the rights of persecuted Poles in Prussia’s Polish territories, where they were made to conduct all education in German. Ruch was never large, peaking at 110 members in 1903, but it was involved in building trade unions, with Grossman focusing on organising Yiddish-speaking workers.

Among the lectures and debates organised by Ruch, one was addressed by Bronislaw Grosser, a member of the General Jewish Workers Union of Lithuania, Poland and Russia (better known as the Bund), then the largest Marxist organisation in the Russian Empire. He brought news of the revival of mass social unrest in Russia, which was losing the Russo-Japanese War that had begun in February 1904.31

Grossman was at the forefront of Ruch’s efforts to smuggle the SDKPiL’s anti-war literature into the Kingdom of Poland (later doing the same for Bundist pamphlets.) In February 1904, he also joined the Krakow branch of the Fund for the Assistance of Political Prisoners and Exiles, an organisation of SDKPiL members and sympathisers supporting socialists victimised by the counter-revolution in Russia. Kuhn reports that, ‘His house acted as a hub for the flow of information into and out of Russia and was on the route of political refugees fleeing the autocracy.’32




Challenging chauvinism: The Grossman affair

The Bund and the SDKPiL, along with the left wings of the PPS and PPSD, called for working- class unity across national lines and saw it as their duty to support the intention of the Russian social democrats to bring down the Tsar. But independence remained the absolute priority for the PPS and PPSD leaderships. Frustrated activists in Ruch broke from the PPS-dominated Promien, the main organ of socialist students in Poland, to launch Zjednoczenie (Unification). Grossman became the responsible editor and publisher.33

The editorial of the first issue of the journal in February 1905 proclaimed that, unlike the PPS and PPSD, ‘we won’t just tolerate Ruthenians [Ukrainians] or deny Jews the right to self-determination. People who regard themselves as a nation are a nation. This is the only rational argument.’34

In a series of articles outlining the new publication’s political positions, the first dealt with the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) and quoted at length from a 1903 essay on the national question by Lenin, including his negative assessment of the PPS.35 While Lenin supported the right of oppressed nations to self-determination (independence from colonial rule), even if they remained capitalist, he did not prioritise it over socialist revolution, especially if the bourgeoisie of the nation in question was not fighting for independence – as was the case at the time in Poland.36

Having formed an alliance with the PPS, the PPSD and its newspaper Naprzód attacked the new journal and initiated what became known as the ‘Grossman affair’. Grossman was threatened with expulsion, labelled a wrecker and accused of fraudulent fundraising activity. Grossman had been collecting, openly and transparently, contributions for the Committee for Support of the Russian Revolution. He demanded a correction, which was rejected, and then an arbitration court to hear the charges he now levelled against the publication. Not only radical students, but also sections of the PPSD’s own organization, mobilised in Grossman’s support.37

Grossman got his wish but the party executive said he would be expelled if he did not resign from the editorship of Zjednoczenie within 48 hours. Losing his temper, Grossman refused.38

After expulsion, Grossman eventually quit Zjednoczenie and gained readmission to the PPSD. He did not want to cut himself off from its members, especially the Jewish workers he had won to the party’s trade union activity through Ruch. By exposing the leadership to his criticisms and increasing his influence and support, however, the episode had served a political purpose. His name and politics were now ‘known to every conscious Jewish proletarian in Krakow’.39




Building an independent Jewish party

The PPSD’s reaction to criticism on the national question convinced Grossman of the need for independent Jewish representation within occupied Poland. He learned Yiddish to agitate among Jewish workers. Wary of his middle-class appearance, he approached them cautiously but without pretending to be something he was not. He would sit in cafes, talk to Jewish workers, win their trust and gently introduce them to the ideas of socialism. It was a slow process, but 12 members established a new general Jewish association, Postęp (Progress), in 1902. Out of this grew cultural groups and branches of the central social democratic unions.40

Dissatisfied by the PPSD’s chauvinistic demands that Jews assimilate into ‘higher’ Polish culture, many Jewish members began to discuss forming an independent party. Towards the end of 1904, a secret Committee of Jewish Workers in Galicia agreed to make preparations for establishing an autonomous Jewish socialist party.

In January 1905, Grossman wrote and published a pamphlet in Polish, The Proletariat and the Jewish Question. Citing the example of the Bund, it argued that a Jewish social democratic party was the solution to the Jewish question within the labour movement.

Whereas Jews had suffered a common oppression in pre-capitalist societies, Grossman argued that there was no longer any Jewish question in general, but one for the Jewish bourgeoisie and another for the Jewish proletariat. It was therefore nonsensical to argue, as the PPSD did, that ‘the solution to the Jewish question is a fair organisation of relations between Christian and Jewish communities’.41 The bourgeois Jewish question, the oppression of the Jews as a distinct social group (regardless of class distinctions within it), ‘is only a part of a general campaign in a class society, and the oppression of Jews is a part of a general oppression,’ wrote Grossman. ‘For the proletariat, the Jewish question in this sense has ceased to be an issue,’ because class-conscious Jews knew that, while the struggle must be taken up now, it would only be resolved through socialism. ‘The oppression of the Jewish proletariat as Jews will disappear when class society, of which it is a manifestation, also disappears. The victorious proletariat, having destroyed the class form of society, will abolish every oppression, as it removes the need for oppression and its tools!’42

Grossman clearly did not regard nations as permanent social phenomena, but he recognised that Jewish workers would remain a distinctive group under capitalism. The assimilationist position of the PPSD did not address the reality of everyday Jewish oppression.

The immediate issue was how to mobilise Jewish workers. At this stage, Grossman saw an independent party as a complementary extension of the General Austrian Social Democratic Party (of which the PPSD was a member).

In contrast to the PPSD, Lenin regarded the autonomy accorded to constituent organisations of the Russian party as, ‘providing the Jewish working class movement with all it needs: propaganda and agitation in Yiddish, its own literature and congresses, the right to advance separate demands to supplement a single general social democratic programme and to satisfy local needs and requirements arising out of the special features of Jewish life’.43 But Lenin also accused the Bund of substituting the ‘fig leaf’ of federalism – which, he contended, would undermine the anti-Tsarist unity of the Russian Empire’s working class for the policy of supporting the right to self-determination of oppressed nations, at a time when the bourgeoisie of oppressed nations had given up such a fight. For now, Grossman’s position was more in line with the Bund and the Austrian party.

Initially, the enthusiasm of Jewish workers for their own party out-paced Grossman’s strategic concerns, and he had to push back against calls for what he considered a premature break with the PPSD. The party was later launched at a secret meeting on May Day 1905. Its newspaper was Yidisher Sotsial-Demokrat, the Jewish Social Democrat.44 The Jewish Social Democratic Party of Galicia (JSDP), explained one of its founders, Jakob Rose, to 2000 striking workers at its first meeting, arose ‘not against the Polish or Ruthenian parties, but alongside them,’ as demonstrated on the day by its collections for the PPSD’s newspaper.45

Grossman was the principal author of What Do We Want?, the JSDP’s manifesto. He wrote:


It is necessary not only to speak to Jewish workers in a different language, one must also understand their psychology…An alien, Polish ideology…was forced upon the Jewish masses and…the psychology of suffering was drummed into Jewish workers. Instead of arousing a sense of their own power and…worth as Jews, they were mournfully told: Jew, you’re doomed; you will disappear. Instead of awakening their dignity everything was done to shake and weaken their dignity.46



Affiliation to the General Party, given its federalism and nationalism, was only desirable for practical reasons, to speak to the biggest possible audience and influence the most organised, conscious workers. JSDP leaders would have preferred a single cross-national Galician party.47

An appeal was made against the General Party’s refusal to recognise the new party, with Grossman claiming the dispute was organisational, not political.48 The appeal was interrupted by a working class uprising and the establishment of soviets (workers’ councils)49 in Russia, following the country’s capitulation to Japan in February 1905. While the Austrian party did not match Russian social democracy’s demands for a Republic or Constituent Assembly, it did begin a struggle for universal suffrage across the Austrian Empire. The JSDP ‘put huge efforts’ into supporting the organisation of a general strike. Grossman addressed large crowds and argued that in fighting for universal suffrage Jewish workers should also ‘demand national autonomy, so that it will no longer be possible for the larger nations to overpower the smaller nations’.50

The Czech party called for another general strike for the end of 1905, but it was overruled by the General Party.51 Suffrage was eventually granted in January 1907 for male workers aged 24 and over, the General Party having said that women would renounce their demand for the vote in the interests of a ‘more effective’ struggle.52

Despite the lack of recognition from the General Party, the JSDP had the open support of the Czech and Ukrainian parties; and it would go on to attract more Jewish workers from the PPSD.53

In contrast to the right-wing of the social democratic movement, Grossman recognised throughout the campaign the real limitations of fighting for workers’ power within the confines of bourgeois legality. Writing in a party report of the time, he notes:


[Working class] power is used in different ways. There were times when the proletariat fought, weapons in hand, on the barricades. Then weapons gave way to voting slips. Now we are preparing for a mass strike which is the start of an active revolutionary struggle…So we are not supporters of revolution for its own sake – but nor are we supporters of legality for its own sake. We regard barricades and voting slips as good in the same way. They are only means to our goal…The time is coming when we will again shake things up with the old revolutionary enthusiasm. The mass strike, the last step on the legal path is the first step of the revolution!54



Grossman acknowledged that Galicia may be too undeveloped and agrarian for the working class to succeed. He pointed, however, to agrarian Russia, ‘the classic land of the mass strike’.

The Proletariat and the Jewish Question had focused on organising within social democracy. The party now moved on to combatting antisemitism and national oppression in general. Like the Bund, Grossman argued that once democratised through the introduction of universal suffrage, parliament’s competence in the area of national cultural affairs, essentially educational matters, should be passed to democratic national cultural institutions. He thought that, ‘freed from national conflict, the central parliament will become a field of utterly unobscured class struggle’.55

While winning these rights was highly important, the latter assessment proved too optimistic; as was his belief that the JSDP could begin to attract more middle-class members and field candidates in elections. Working class political activity began to die down as the economic upturn faded. The JSDP were put on the back foot as a result. Grossman himself was beaten up by the anti-socialist members of a fanatical Jewish religious sect. He took the offenders to court and won, a victory and a publicity coup for the JSDP.56




Bundism in Galicia and anti-Zionism

Another reason for starting an independent Jewish party had been the need to counter the influence of the Zionist movement, which advocated a settler-colonial solution to the Jewish question through the establishment of a mythical homeland, Israel, at the expense of Palestine and its Muslim-Arab majority population. In Bundism in Galicia, published in 1908, Grossman said that the PPSD’s passivity over day-to-day Jewish struggles aided the Zionist cause. By invoking a solution in the distant future, whether in Palestine or under socialism, they both ‘cut themselves off from the real context in which a solution to this question is necessary’.57

Grossman’s earlier argument had focused on objective historical processes and political organisation characteristic of the orthodox Marxism of the Second International. He now came closer to Lenin’s approach:


Recognition, based on scientific socialism, that all forms of social consciousness are to be explained in terms of class and group interests is of great practical significance in the assessment of a proletarian party…This is also significant to the extent that it is true in reverse, that is, the class interests of the proletariat find their expression in party consciousness (in the form of a programme); party consciousness is the multi-faceted expression of the proletariat’s class interests and the most far-reaching interpretation of conclusions drawn from the objective trends of real social development. Workers’ parties do not always fulfil this requirement (as evidenced by the PPSD). Both the character and the content of collective party thought remain directly dependent on the particular party’s adjustment to the very working class whose expression it should be…The closest possible adaptation of the party organisation to the historical forms of the Jewish proletariat’s condition…could only be achieved through the mutual organic growth of the party organisation and the workers’ movement itself, just as the latter has grown out of capitalist society.58



Against the passive attitude of the PPSD, Grossman invoked Marx:


The words of the Communist Manifesto that ‘… the emancipation of the workers must be the act of the working class itself …’ mean, as far as the Jews are concerned, that their emancipation can only be the product of their own political struggle. And really, equal national rights for the Jewish proletariat are not at all an exotic blossom, ripening somewhere outside the sphere of the day-to-day struggle, that will somehow bring the Jews good fortune on the victory of socialism. Equal rights can only be the result of an inner development which includes both a subjective factor, i.e. the Jewish working class, and an objective factor, i.e. the rest of capitalist society.59



As Kuhn points out, James Connolly, leader of the 1916 Easter Rising, had expressed ideas about the liberation of Irish workers in ‘remarkably similar terms’.60

Although Grossman’s Bundist and federalist positions remained, the text represented a significant advance. His dialectical (two-sided) approach overcame the orthodoxy of the Second International, which one-sidedly focused on the future society, and paralleled the theory and practice that paid off for the Bolsheviks in the Russian Revolution. Clearly, those who would later dismiss Grossman as an economic determinist would have to ignore his early work as a party organiser.
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