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In 2010, in the context of the Feminist Conference of Latin America and the Caribbean in Sierra
Negra,  Brazil,  whose  proposed  main  theme  of  reflection  was  "Radicalization  of  Feminism,
Radicalization  of  Democracy,”  the  Dominican  feminist  and  activist  Ochy  Curiel  raised  a
provocative  question:  Why  is  it  that,  having  been  so  often  dealt  with,  especially  in  its
representative vein – not only from the standpoint of feminism, but also from that of other social
movements and intellectual sectors – and having before us such other pressing issues as the
rallying of the neoliberal patriarchy, the femicides in Ciudad Juárez and Guatemala, extreme
poverty, or the radicalization of racism and xenophobia, it was considered important to propose
a new discussion on democracy?

At the same time, while she expressed her disagreement with the pivotal issue proposed for the
conference, Curiel remarked that, for her, democracy is "an approach to social organization that
until  now has  been so  liberal  that  it  neither  touches  on  nor  deals  in  depth  with  social  and
economic inequalities, despite being dubbed or labeled radical," making it therefore necessary to
abolish it to build a libertarian world. In that vein, such a world would require recreating and
reimagining itself from clear political positions that would need to consider the creation of an
international feminism based on an autonomous approach as a tool to fight against all patriarchal
oppression.

Learning about the above approaches has led me to reflect on the similarity between what Curiel
poses  and  Rosa  Luxemburg's  ideas  regarding  democracy,  ideas  that  –  although  they  were
articulated in another historical context and intended to contribute to a political process like the
Russian  Revolution  (a  process  whose  ideology  and  gestation  did  not  include  the  feminist
question) – have not lost their relevance. Above all, they can provide us with the necessary keys
to  determine  why  democracy  is  still  a  concept  around  which  we  can  and  need  to  develop
collective, creative, and productive discussions.

In any event, when reading Curiel's arguments I have the impression that, although the starting
points and objectives that she and Rosa Luxemburg pursue as activists in a social and political
emancipation movement are different, their  reflections provide us with important elements to
question ourselves  as  to  whether  what  we need to  do – starting  with a critical  analysis  that
challenges us to think collectively about how to develop, in the words of Frigga Haug, a "politics
of and for women” – is to discard democracy as an organizational form in which to frame our
longings for self-realization. Or rather, what we need to do is promote an exchange of viewpoints
where we establish what kind of democracy seems to make no sense to us.

Considering  the  above,  and  the  fact  that  Curiel  and  Luxemburg  also  share  the  yearning  to
internationalize their struggles in order to incorporate new voices to spread the guiding principles
of their emancipatory horizons – feminism, in one case, democratic socialism, in the other – in
what follows, I propose to address the nexus between feminism and democracy, endeavoring to
establish a meeting place between the two, based on the analysis of an array of concepts that,



both in Rosa's thought and in the threads of feminist debate, are constantly presented, defined,
interpreted,  and  reinterpreted  to  define  the  “clear  political  positions” to  which  Ochy  Curiel
alluded.

The way I propose to do this starts out with a presentation of what the texts of Rosa Luxemburg –
in particular  The Russian Revolution – say about the selected concept, and then goes on to see
what elements of feminist theory and practice contribute to examining that line of reflection, in
an effort to evince why any revolutionary process (like feminism) that aims at the attainment of
autonomy cannot  be  considered  outside  the  domain  of  democracy  and  the  liberties  that  are
inherent to it.

Before dedicating myself to this task, however, I think I should stress that what I am laying out
here is not intended to analyze, let alone prove, whether Rosa Luxemburg was a feminist or not
so as to establish whether she would deserve to be considered a paragon of the struggles against
oppression that women are leading. Rather, what I seek is to situate the discussion on a plane that
makes it possible to begin a productive dialogue about what kind of democracy we want to help
build from our own spheres of critique and proposal. In other words, a dialogue in which the
notion of democracy can be examined in the light of that discursive tradition and also democratic
practice (if I may repeat myself) to which Rosa adhered in order to underscore that, of all the
known forms of government,  this one is  what has made it  possible to explore the collective
capabilities for organization and self-determination, as well as those for brokering personal and
social self-realization.

Consequently, although the analysis of democracy as a broad concept has been suffused by a
tendency  to  universalize  its  interpretation  as  synonymous  with  a  certain  type  of  democracy
(liberal democracy), I think it is urgent to pluralize the discussion and rethink it as a foundation
or fertile ground for producing horizontal social and political relations capable of challenging the
oppressions and forms of exploitation of a hegemonic system: the capitalist system that in recent
times  is  becoming  increasingly  entrenched,  reproducing  contradictory,  complex,  and
dehumanizing  rationales  of  power  that  are  camouflaged  in  such  a  way  that  their  means  of
reproducing conditions  of  inequity  – or  of  sustaining  them without  their  being  exposed and
resisted – are not being rigorously confronted.

In this regard, we must highlight the idea that although capitalism, as a social economic structure,
has made use of the democratic political model to achieve its ends, it does not itself depend on it
nor does it emerge unblemished because of it. Rather, as Rosa Luxemburg remarked, one must
not lose sight of the realization that "between democracy and capitalist development, no general
and absolute relationship can be discerned."

Taking into account the foregoing ideas that provide us with a point of departure, let us now
examine the concepts that link democracy and feminism, making use of Rosa's contributions as a
thought-provoking focus.



1. The Democratic Model and Its Values

First of all, I think it is appropriate to emphasize here that the complexity and, therefore, the
richness of Rosa Luxemburg's work and thought lies, above all, in that a triple positioning – in
which the author presents herself  as a socialist,  a democrat,  and a revolutionary  – resonates
throughout both.

In that vein, for Luxemburg, socialism can only last if those who fight to establish it as a form of
power are recovering the foundations of democratic institutions for it. We grasp this better when
reading these words:

"We have always differentiated the social content from bourgeois democracy’s
political form; we have always denounced the harsh content of social inequality
and the lack of freedom that is hidden under the sweet facade of formal equality
and freedom. And we did not do so to repudiate them, but to urge the working
class not to content itself with the facade but to conquer political power to create a
socialist democracy to replace bourgeois democracy, not to eliminate democracy."

In  keeping  with  this,  we  see  that  Rosa  Luxemburg  proposes  to  understand  socialism  as  an
extension of democracy and not as its limitation, since the democratic principles of freedom of
criticism and of the people’s initiative are precisely those that enable and guarantee that  the
public sphere can open up to the proposal and intervention of social stakeholders who, up to now,
have  been  kept  outside  its  bounds.  Democratic  socialism,  in  as  much  as  it  uses  popular
assemblies as an organizational mode, appears as the only real alternative to the organizational
form of liberal, representative, and bourgeois democracy, thanks to the fact that it promotes a
revolutionary process which, although slow in its gestation and development, gradually generates
a kind of active participation by those who were initially oppressed and who, little by little, go
about shaping their own self-determination in a slow process of development that takes time and
enables passage along the paths of conscious awareness, self-presentation, and freedom.

Quoting  Luxemburg  once  again,  this  enables  us  to  affirm  that  "if  democracy  is  in  part
superfluous for the bourgeoisie and in part even an obstacle, it is, on the other hand, necessary
and indispensable for the working class. And it is, first of all, because it creates political forms
(autonomy, suffrage, etc.) that can serve as beginnings and points of support for the proletariat in
its transformation of bourgeois society. However, it is also indispensable because only therein –
in the struggle for democracy and in the exercise of its rights – can the proletariat arrive at the
true knowledge of its class interests and its historical duties."

In examining the above, we see that in her defense of democracy as a model that progressively
garners  social  content  in  an  evolving  approach  that  begins  with  the  dismantling  of  the
foundations of a formal democracy to overcome those foundations through actual practices of
horizontal  engagement,  Rosa  frames  her  arguments  in  a  way  that  affirms,  once  more,  her
commitment to one of the constitutive principles of democracy – freedom – a commitment that
obliges her to express her disagreement with replacing bourgeois democracy with a system that
would  restrict  it,  because,  to  her  way  of  thinking,  "bourgeois  democracy  is  only  overcome
through more democracy."



Reviewing the above formulations, some ideas come to mind that lead me to associate Rosa's
positions on democratic practice with those presented by feminism along the same lines. Thus, a
first  point  of  convergence  between  both  avenues  of  thought  is  found  in  the  fact  that  Rosa
Luxemburg conceives the assembly format as the best way to develop collective emancipation. 

In this regard, it should be noted that, in defining its forms of organization and articulation of
political practice, feminism has favored group dialogue also organized in the form of assemblies,
meetings,  and  collectives  as  strategic  ways  of  coming  together  to  discuss,  disagree,  agree,
position,  question, and bring about divisions based on the idea of collective,  structured,  non-
hierarchical and, above all, broadly creative and participatory development.

And it seems to me that this becomes even more evident or palpable if we take into consideration
Luxemburg’s words when she points out that  "it  is a well-known and incontestable  fact that
without unlimited freedom of the press, without freedom of association and assembly, it is totally
impossible  to  conceive  the  dominion  of  the  great  popular  masses”  or  that  "without  general
elections, freedom of the press, unlimited assembly, and the free struggle of opinion – and in
every public institution – life is stifled, it all becomes a sham, and the only thing left operating is
the bureaucracy." So, an important meeting point here concerns the fact that both Luxemburg and
feminism are committed to a radicalization of citizen participation.

A  second  element  or  point  of  convergence  appears  when  you  notice  that,  in  Luxemburg’s
writings, the idea of giving greater breadth to democracy is not associated at any time with the
inclusion-exclusion dynamic.  As I  see it,  incorporating this  approach would have called into
question all her reasoning regarding democratic empowerment through the practice of conscious
awareness. This is  because thinking of  inclusion as a process involves integrating something
from outside into a pre-existing system without changing the rules of the game contained therein.

In this vein, it  is worth noting at this point that autonomous feminism has also given deeply
critical consideration to this issue, placing in the eye of the hurricane the question of the parity
policies deployed by women's movements that, basically,  see the topic of inclusion-exclusion
precisely as a battleground.

From the standpoint of this feminist ideology, parity or quotas mean more of the same, insofar as
increasing the number of women in the spheres of public institutions does not mean that they
would be standard bearers for a feminist perspective that combats the patriarchy, and which they
would want to put forward as a window of opportunity to disrupt the official powers that be.
Accordingly, this feminism returns to the question of whether the basis of democracy is to let
someone or some individuals represent a whole struggle for vindication or,  rather,  if  it  is  to
encourage an entire social body to become aware of the struggle and to take it up to direct the
forms of social and political engagement.

In that sense, a representative democracy, no matter the level of parity it may have achieved, is
not a political project that will transform social relations occurring under a patriarchal system
that reproduces the exploitation and subordination of women; all the more so if, at its midst, it
has never entertained or shared the idea of feminism as "a world proposal" which, as such, allows
"conscious  awareness,  the  coming  together  of  women  sharing  personal  and  collective
experiences," calling into question the idea that a political project is endorsed by the number of



its  followers and not  by their  critical  capacity  to define  the means and characteristics  of  its
attainment or by the content of the initiatives it comprises.

2. The Notion of Freedom

A topic that appears most frequently in the work of Rosa Luxemburg is the concept of freedom.
Thinking about it is almost the foundation on which any revolutionary practice is based. Above
all,  because (as we know) revolutions were and are made – at  least  initially  – to subvert  an
oppressive and subordinating order.

Thus, if emancipatory struggles begin with the identification and analysis of which system of
dominance we seek to resist and challenge, their success and survival over time depend above all
on the rejection or refusal to accept a form of reorganization of social and political forces that
resort to imposition and repression.

In this sense, a fundamental contribution of Rosa Luxemburg's thought toward deepening the
broad concept of democracy is that it cannot exist without guaranteeing the freedom of dissent.
For  the  author,  self-determination  and  the  people’s  initiative  can  only  be  conceivable  as
constructive  practices  insofar  as  they  are  based  on  political  freedom,  whose  foundation  is
precisely the right to oppose. Freedom is therefore not a privilege but a minimum condition of
dialogue and coexistence, the key factor in exercising all rights, the arrival point of emancipation
and, therefore, of all democratic radicalization.

Now, if we consider Luxemburg’s status as a socialist and revolutionary – and knowing that the
initial goal of revolutionary socialism is the installation of the dictatorship of the proletariat – one
might think that there is a major contradiction in the author's thinking regarding her stance vis-à-
vis freedom.

However, this can be refuted if we consider that, for her, "socialist democracy begins, at the same
time,  with the dismantling of class rule and with the building of Socialism.  It  begins at  the
moment of the socialist party’s conquest of power. It is nothing other than the dictatorship of the
proletariat.  Yes,  dictatorship!  However,  this  dictatorship  consists  in  the  enhancement  of
democracy, not in its suppression, through the decisive and vigorous interventions of those so
well-acquired  rights  and  economic  conditions  of  bourgeois  society  that  are  essential  for  a
changeover to Socialism. Nonetheless, this dictatorship has to be the work of the class, not that of
a small ruling minority in the name of the class; that is, it must arise at each step from the active
participation  of  the  masses  and be  under  their  immediate  influence  and subordinated  to  the
control  of  everything  public,  arising  from the  burgeoning  political  formation  of  the  popular
masses."

If  the  foregoing  words  enable  us  to  sense  the  reason  for  Rosa  Luxemburg's  insistence  on
highlighting freedom as the great goal for the workers' movement, the following lead us to grasp
her idea even better:

"Freedom only for followers of the government, only for members of a party, no
matter how numerous, is not freedom. Freedom is always freedom for those who
think differently. Not because of the fanaticism of 'justice', but because everything



that is vital, that is curative and purifying in political freedom depends on this
quality, and its effect fails when freedom becomes a privilege."

Again, when looking for a meeting point between Rosa's ideas and feminism, it is worth noting
here that since its birth, the goal of feminism has been and still is to create a world, a different
libertarian world, based on the resolute defense of the pursuit of autonomy, especially bodily
autonomy. This premise has allowed it to transform itself  into an emancipatory purview that
brings together other social  and political  groups following the same path of demanding self-
determination.

Likewise, this freedom has also been guaranteed by the right to dissent, to disagreement, and to
critical questioning within feminism itself. Indeed, feminism has been accused of inconsistency
because of ruptures developing in its midst, which have allowed critical tendencies regarding its
practical scope and its very ethics to emerge, and now allow us to speak of "feminisms."

These inconsistencies, however, rather than being a sign of disunity and internal weakness, are
the result of the practice of pluralism in all its magnitude, and that is a basic contribution feminist
history makes to the field of political history.

In a word, when reflecting on freedom and dissent (and following the thought of Judith Butler), I
think it is necessary to emphasize here that any project that announces emancipation as a goal
needs to consider that, above all, it can be achieved to the extent that it allows disagreement as a
creative exercise, because the existence of opinions and areas of political dispute is what allows
us to keep any debate alive and to continue exploring its scope, as well as the alternatives for
shared forging of visions that it offers.

In this sense, the ruptures that have occurred in feminism – for example, regarding the meaning,
use, and abuse that is assigned to the gender category – enrich plurality in that they open up a
discussion about what the common experience is, putting on the table the issue of whether what
is common to all is also the same for all, and if that latter concept equals a collective experience;
or if, on the other hand, the dynamism of a process of change is in the ability of those who are a
part  of  pursuing it  to  engage in  and allow the  existence  of  productive  disagreements.  Thus,
questioning becomes a beneficial strategy if, rather than discrediting a position or a purview of
struggle, it is used as a strategy to revitalize it.

3. The Phenomenon of Violence

In the framework of a line of thought strongly articulated around the idea of freedom, as is the
thought of Rosa Luxemburg, the question of violence as a form of coercion and a method of
suppression of any sort of dissent could not be put aside. Thus, some of her texts also contain
meditations  on  the  subject,  in  fact  expressing  her  opposition  to  the  Leninist  conviction  that
dictatorship, as a form of repression, is the only way to dismantle bourgeois democracy.

Although Luxemburg tries  to understand why Trotsky and Lenin apply a policy of terror to
strengthen the revolution,  she does  not  justify  their  practices  and poses  again and again the
argument that in order to sustain a political project, what is needed is a process of collective
conscious awareness that is reached gradually,  and not the sudden and sharp imposition of a



rationale  of repression that would be in contradiction with the initial  revolutionary demands,
which involved seeking alternatives to overcome the alienation of the proletarian subject,  an
alienation imposed precisely by such violence.

Thus, Luxemburg makes it clear that if violence works, it is because of those who contemplate it
or are paralyzed by it or remain indifferent to the fact that there is no collective appropriation of a
project, but rather that the direction it is to take has been determined by only a few individuals.
Under  such  conditions,  a  regime  can  only  be  maintained  with  oppression  and  terror,  with
imposition and militarism.

It is at this last point that the link between feminism and Rosa's thought can be found, since
feminism has always held that if it is not antimilitarist, then it is not feminism.

In other respects, Rosa's thinking on this subject, rather than leaving us with a few certainties
applicable to the analysis of the enormous increase in violence against women, gives us some
questions to ask ourselves about the rationales for reproducing authoritarian power: How is it
possible, once power has been taken, to avoid replicating the processes we questioned in terms of
the establishment of power relations? By keeping focused on the notion of dissent? By constantly
reformulating what, in its broadest sense, is the concept of freedom? I leave these topics for
further discussion.

3.- Autonomy, Organization, and Awareness

With respect to this last point, I want to talk about the concepts of autonomy, organization, and
awareness, since it seems to me that the greatest controversies have arisen in connection with all
these elements, at least inside Latin American feminism.

Thus, we see that in the context of the feminist  debates,  what came into question beginning
halfway  through  the  first  decade  of  the  21st  century  was  the  scrapping  of  the  feminist
commitment  regarding  the  need  to  include  in  their  stances  the  struggle  that  must  be
concomitantly unleashed against patriarchy and capitalism. This confrontation – which led to the
schism in  the  women's  movement  between  the  autonomous  and  the  institutional  factions  –
occurred precisely within the framework of the rise of representative democracy in the region, a
system that included as a "women's agenda" what was put forth from the international context,
which limited itself to demanding the state’s commitment to gender equity.

In that vein, it gradually became evident that, by adjusting to the system or staying out of it from
the standpoint of autonomous and artistic criticism, feminism had not managed to pull together a
particular strategy of struggle against patriarchal oppression.

To address the issue, it  would have been very fruitful to be able to take advantage of Rosa
Luxemburg's  approach,  which  stressed that  it  was  essential  for  men and women to  learn  to
overcome  their  paralysis  with  associative  actions  and  become  aware  of  their  own  strength
through their participation in the movement and by consciously redefining their own unalienated
interests; in other words, for them to manage to envision the organization as an arrival point
rather than as a starting point or a precondition for a revolutionary process, after experiencing the
process of conscious awareness and self-liberation.



This conscious awareness and self-liberation can only be created in action against an established
oppressive order and by clearly understanding that what Rosa thought of as a critical path for the
workers’ movement – holding that "the emancipation of the working class must be the work of
the workers themselves;  that the struggle for the emancipation of the working class is not a
struggle for class privileges and monopolies, but for the establishment of equal rights and duties
and for the abolition of all class domination ..." – can be of use to feminism and its panorama of
struggle against patriarchy.

In closing, and since I started this presentation taking as its entry point Ochy Curiel’s question as
to whether it makes sense to propose dialogues and discussions that revolve around democracy, I
would like to end with another formulation from the same author that I think will inspire us to
undertake a quite productive group exchange:

"What is left for us then? To continue debating, developing political projects that
engage  the  foundations  of  subordination,  without  political  and  theoretical
fragmentation,  with  autonomy of  every  kind.  I  think  it  is  urgent  not  to  place
ourselves in trenches (although right now I have no desire to build a movement
with  these  accomplices  who make  pacts  with the  patriarchy)  and endeavor  to
delve deeply into everything that is happening to us as a movement. What is the
urgent feminist project against this terrible and villainous neoliberal patriarchy? I
know very well that we are not clear about it, but I'm sure we have some ideas
and, above all, some dreams."


