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Communality as revolution: Gustav Landauey's notion of
instant socialism

t.

In Bertolt Brecht's rendition of the poet being shown mound in

the underworld, he is addressed by one of his late colleagues in

a frightening way: ".--ous der &,mkelsten Eckc / Kam ein Raf

tDu, wissen sie auch / Deirc Verse au*vendig? Und die sie

wissen / Werden sie der Yerfolgmg entrinrun?<<" ("...from the

darlrest corner / Cune a cry: olIty yor+ do they actually btow /
Your verses by hewt? And those who do lmow them / Will they

escape the persecution?K") Tlnre tour guide through Hades,

Dante himself, puts this desperate cry in context ,,@^ / Sind

die Vergessewn(, sagte Dante leise / >Ihnen wrrden nicht nur

die Karperi auch die Werke vernichtet.<'ft>fnose / Are the

forgotten ones,K Dante said quietly" / ün their casq not only

their bodies, their works too were destroyed< / The lauglxer

broke off No one düed look ovex The newcomer / Had turrud

pale.")



The work of Gustav Landauer could plausibly be located

somewhere nearfthat cornet''. No doubthis body was

destroyed in the all to familiar proto-fashist fashion by the free

colps soldiers, vfto ended the short lived Munich council

republic in may 1919. Landauer had playd a prominent role in

the preceding revohsion and the anarchist administration itself,

despite the fact that he was highly sceptic of its proryects and

timeliness. His early death at the age of 50 ended his career as

a writer, joumalist, editor, translator, lit€rary critic, philosopher

and activist. It also, in a strange wa5 overshadowe-d the content

of his rich theoretical ufütings. The very dim recesion of

Landauer consists mainly of high toned hagiogrryhic

descriptions of the man and the martyr, urhich often go as fa as

to assimilde fie jewish intell*tuiil in a puliar s'ay to the

figure of Christ and distrrcts eventhose, rrfu do come acros

I.a*arler, ftom egaging wilh his theoretical position

I-arylarrds ilritings, atbeit rmt litenally futnoyd werc

highly with the rnain lfures of reeption and

carrenisatim- As a libe*arian leftisfi amhrydecäiMty a*i-
Manri*, his theory was inopportme in both celpß cfcold r+ar
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German publishing culture.r Furtherrrore, Landauer, like his

contemporaries Franz Rosenzweig and IVlargarete Susman,

drew on motives and metaphors embedded in a tradition of
jewish philosophy in the German-speaking*lrff.n which

isn't easily tanslated and whose readers, too, diän't escape

persecution.

Landauerlived exactly the span of the German Enopire,

from l87l to 1919, and his main productivity is

contemporaneous with Mlhelrnism. He unote two novels aad a

few short stcrieg atreatise on Fri&oh Mauthners sceptical

philosophy of language, an infinite amountsf ralks and

parnphletq atws.vohmre work on Shakespeare and two book-

length essays, one entitled "Aufnrf zum Sozialismrrs- (..Call to

Soci&lisrr"), which mastly consists of a firrious critique of
Marx, or ralher tlre'?ulgm Mrnisrn" of his envfuonment The

other, calld "The Revolution" is a lss palemical" bird's-eye

I Bezeichrrcndenyeise liest man in &r Einleiümg eines ve.reinzelt€x
Landaucr-Ausrrahlbe&&ens, das iü &r DDR erschien" von seinern
ä..--i"::=-^*- *::- :i;i*ai:::sci.i-ä+r*ec*iseir Sch-"1.ärrrergeist da ihrn die
Jin;icirt in die marxistische Wissenschaft verhindeltg während es im
* :--*:..'.,-..-- , ..1,...- ,-.--*:* -'--_' "'-- ---.
üii L-; uii ;J:iui;ri;;ii..r- -i jri:i-il- iauruü iilur. ..:-:i;; iui;l::-lj:i:;l::
-rii=rufi.! !!1ü-s-rin .a-=rsaize, sre m €Isrer Linie Tagesreignissen bzw.
!r'_iiiil=.:i:-:i {,::=üailisat"lcnsttag* ud Positionsbestimmungen inrerhalb
derfubeit€$ewegung verhafiet slnü i.lEs 3t!e!r r-i-.rir
sozialgeschichtlicbes Interesr Le-aesFri:--:::e:*r.='



,rccount of a possible revolutionary philosophy of hisüory As
editor and main author of the reading anarchist joumar of the
time, entitled *Der sozialist", r,andauer firttsmreproved to
be an excellent o$enr*of his time -:irredicting, for exampre

as early as 19ll notonly the impending Fimt wodd *hr" but

'ul* th" behaviourofthe spD $rho suecumM to nationalisrn
by ddadng a tnree in class struggte {*Bwgei€ds,ryolitikj.

'At the outsef ofthe Russian octoberr,evorution, while his
communist comrades cerebrated beins in tune AH:? with world
history" hcheld he urculd rarrter rive urderNapormn trmn ths
dictatorship of the proretariat Ad during urw I he craimed
insisfently that only the creation of a European union with
supranatio*ai controi of arrnaments could secure peace.

The most fascinatiirg ieature of iris tir,ri,rgiii- rir*uEr rii v*u asä
:i:ci. is i-ris iiiei.ii-i +i i-,;vi,riiiiir.,rrr/ioi=,;o,,rr is clami:iiie*iiv
oii rrr :+e<i f n äü -y i * *'.1 fi ,1, o r, *oYorr, ***-ttu-: * iii eür.., .- *.* nn,
i^riiiv cilcfrii:ilas..c ;iiC e+ili:iiii,jjs i*f a FC,SSii:i* S.i;ee.;SSfi;l

revohdio4 bü älso those for its fuilure or iryiefinite rierenail
'.--\

J

so while I am quile obviousry promoting drar ons shouis rea*
LilE'J.iUs,t tli gs*sfAi u,l* U-r äI ruS ia*ets. I Wu.]I lO ICCUS O.' in=



place of new forms of sociality within his theory in the
following.

Notably, Landauer actually shared a very strong version
of the perspective this conference attempts to question, the
narrative of modernity as a process of individualistic isolation.
The loss of social bond{depi*edrg*i"rfil
idealized Middle Ages (follo*iagsgtotkin, whose ..Mutual

ai#' ranaauer translated into c.)f,ljlotes a.differpnt shi

\
, r{ ; .,',üi. ;ö .'it "i E tT iilü" rR 3l#ff % 

"r 
a a Ltmfor Landauer, thoug!)i ii n-oi tG ross "i*tl;äitr""ä"*j",ry4/iti

.srvu rrrlv rJErtItilIIr, laKgs a olügrgnt sl
Hg .ror*s,t1*.€J . 

xrs vc^(sao^ ol \L Aoom
.,rt

At4(I n,s'r - I

und of

mg; or
theilissolufiön of the family (if only...), that mark isolation in
his view, but the fact that fixed organisational structures,

abstract markets and sovereign states provide the .,glue,, for
social coexistence, whereas the free and fluid associations,

corporations, ordains, guilds, parishes which created the
multilayered web of belonging and direct personal relations

that are supposed to have structured medieval society have

disappeared or lost all meaning. He calls those modem forces
"means of coercion 

l-Eti91i,llg;hem with his key notion of
"spirit" (Geist). spiririsfhe hormative principre that integrates

a decentral, non-national, not formally organised, vivid society
along the lines of mutual aid and free association.
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Even when leaving aside the historical pin-pointing, "spirit" in

Landauers theory might at first glance ,::,"äf th eil "\lk ryplaceholder of exactly that desideratum that i+fast no

libertarian or anarchist theory can supply. What, in the absence

of regulation and governing institutions, will guarantee

society's cohesion? What prevents chaos and war of all against

all? You can't just say "Oh. spirit will do the trick" - it might as

wellnot. f (-rt
-And in some sense this is exactly Landauer's poin!and the very

insight. that leads him to bet on new forms of sociality as the

only chance for radical social transformation. His basic claim is

that the only way to radically change social reality is via the

transfsrmation of individual life fbrms in liule collectives or

affinity groups. And while he is so ostentatively rpsre skeptical

regarding the prospects of succes$|7"ur,rrrrg t iJrtopiur. t.
comes to the striking conclusion that socialism is possible,

anytime, anyplace, where some people, who seriously want it,

get together.

@ I am going to lay this out in something like two and a

half steps. First I want to go back to Landauer's skepticism
wrO*ttSt ,L\ fuü\P

concernins the B+eepeets of revolution. I keep this partt"rtt
shorl. will find his diagnosis strangely

,bt ca*raa : aleo W
A-*{**1-

because you
/\-

I üA,*qk 6
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contemporary to our present day's ..Ieft melancholia,, (W.

P:o*nl. But it's worth bearing in mind that it was rormurated

Qdo" the basis of disaprpointing and paralysingzsil.ff#:9,
but in a fierce (and sometimes crude) anarchist opposition to
the (admittedly also more often than not crudery) optimistic
marxist ideology of his days - u"ro.kur.i* unü*ou.n,b..
Revolution.

via a side-glance on Landauer's passion for the poetical and
philosophical criticism of ranguage of his time, I,ll move on to
a more palpable definition of the concept of spirit which,
according to Landauer is required for any desirable revorution.
With this conceptual background I get to the actually
fascinating bit. Landauer's programmatic suggestions for
socialist strategy. which all revolve around the creation of
utopian forms of sociality.

{hc{'

Jc , Q'zKi*.itm Aou( ra-"rlaUrAn; :

anti-progress

If there was any belief that all members of the wilhelmian
society shared. it was the one in progress. However they
imagined the growth or the betterment, no one denied its
possibility. Landauer, on the contrary, held a very different
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philosophy of history, assuming fluctuations and variations

over very broad lengths of time: even if all his ideas about a

free anarchistic society worked out. he would only resard them

as one of the peaks or rather plateaus in world history and not a.
J \'-"

its climactic end. And "world history" is aptly used here,

because Landauer formulated a strongly anti-imperialistic and

anti-colonial perspective. constantly marginalising and

decentering northwestern "achievements" while at the same

time deconstructing the idea of strictly separate cultures - or

even raoes.

Anti-necessity

As a c^orollary to this, the narrower notion of a necessary
,4/'\/ -\-

course of historical development. as in the theory of historical

materialism, seemed obnoxious to Landauer. Not only did he

consider the idea of a dialectical proeress in class struggle

simply wrong - he maintained that the workers, whom he

anyway didn't see as a separate unified class yould easily A" ll
pacified by a capitalist economy which would compensate for

higher wages by rise in cost - moreover. he thought that this

deterministic view of historv ='?bie Wissenschaft von der in

der Vergangenheit wohl gebetteten Z ukund$("the science of
future being safely tucked up in the lasfjl would suffocate all

rrtuq;t) 
8
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-'-towards social transfolmation and -j-ttrk ini, , .t" 'rrtf ,td'revolutionary

project hopes to the .xUE""t event of a dramatic change. hag efi ,aAÄ,-€tpl.l*ta'J

,,Das Wunder * drÄV", eberglaube, wie er sich auch nenne,,i . nnilU. 1-tt o' (e*+q
glaubt, das WunderfäÄ Marcrialßmus und Mechstismus *' [*l
,, Das Wunder m das' ̂*r Aberglaube, wie er sich auch nenne,

"mnehmefi 
dass dasugroPe ohne grofe Anstrengung komme und r( a nJ Jt-, !e&i n<

dass der äusgewachsene Sozialismus nicht aus den I v4 e 
4

Kindheixafangen des Soziotismus, sondetn mts der ifr i ( 
"^, 

tvt7,rlt
Riesenmissgebwt des Kryitalismus erwachse, dieses Vunder I

knnmt nicht, nd baldwerdenieffi die Menschen den Glauben '|

dgan nictt mehr kerwgn"' 
w rYrer,v"e. w^ v'q*' 

. vbgtttu^ll*
r r. - 1 .

Or, in another of üis'sharp, imaginative formulations: It's not

enough to press one*s ear agains the tetephone of time-h arr.l

constant$ticipatfuto finally hsar avoice say -Revoluti,on

here, to whom arn I speaking?'3

anti-event

The deepest divide between Landauer and the radical

mainstream concerned the notion and nature of revolution

itself. Landauer did not think thalone should see revolution as

a singular evenf .rQtr** *äPn" had only scora f,or the

idea of a zudden and dramatic change of political scenerie:

,"-..drmr, {-.-J konmtdie gafu Rewlr&iaq dafurchtbwe
Chaos, ütd wenn sich die Yol*.en wnogen lsbea wird &r
Sczialisrnus ds sein. Gszwie &tf der WagnerbüIne, wa

2 Landauer, Beginnen, S.E?f
3 Gustav L&&urr, Vseagsrykkm arGes&ichte &rdeumch

tit€rafir,S.6448 in: Landauer, Z&G, S- 65

9
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did strongly Ai*pprourtf heroism and to some extent also

insurrections in his view, were unable to establish new forms of
life which sustained freedom. And he saw this not only * like
HannahArendt - as the neglect of revolutionaries to build and
uphold the righ instit'tions, but as an insufficiency inherent to
drastic' momentous changes which cannot rely on preceding
strucfures, experiences and practices. A world unfamiliar with
freedom simply lacks the resources to estabrish it. Landauer
therefore resolves revorution in a steady, patient and atfentive
process: ,,Die umwandlung der Geselrschaft kann nur in Liebe,
inArbeit, in st're kommer,."s (-The transformation ofsociety
can only arrive in lov", in labour, in quiet.) In Landauet's rich

Landauer, Beginnen, S. l44f
Gustav Landauer, Wir brauchen keine parteienherrschaft, 

S. 257_263 in:Wiesel, Wan4 S.259

4
5
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and detailed description of his contemporaneous society, one

looks almost in vain for traces of revolutionary footholds,

which accounts for his deep scepticism in that matter: ,,Hier
die Erklörung, werum ich an kcinerlei Kommen von

irgendeinem sozialismus im entferntesten glaube, ehe nicht ein
neuer, gewaltiger, umgestakender Geist über die Menschen

gelrommenist."6 
_.So ,herc', ^'ll^e etptoncJron g
1 alo" rsQ\ rrn lh{ Vaßl b.e2&'rtnJ o tq*o)

'\
f, f 5J ih^. |J

",s'

*oss""* 
",rF (l'\

philosopher of language Fritz Mauthnel Landa.uer had

developedacriticalanalysis"rr***"**\r-tk""dfuäiilj

questions its ability to represent r"uiü^lu""ause concepts

, I>
1' Lr- i "t'-
n i..Ld I trl ".1

i ,""tF *, 'r\'. 
'

l'' r'dl9tn' i',i

"freeze" and oogloss ovet''the,n-+.,ce.ggtity and relationarity of
mostphenomena (this is an idea ro"ry -u"h in the air at the
time, obviously there is a connection to Nietzsche and his
"illusions of grammar", more closely related is Hofrnannsthal,s

famous letter which combines the deep mistrust in language's

@,s.t6z
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adequacy to its epistemic and expressive tas$i{r$;j?"U*,
for otheq mvstical modes of comryyieliop). rnt"iestä in the

practical uses of this view, Landauer ar..ii$,ryg"io*T"nL rr"s, ,pi,,L i
deconstructing most political concipts, quectioning theiriaken- / i J

for-grantedness and opening them to contingency)This

particular version of liquefaction, too, consists in reducing

concepts to their underlying relations, in this case most

prominenfly not the commodity to the relations ofproduction

but the state to relations of power and recognitiot;. j ,^ r h, L rl
what the reified terms cover up is the act tnaiäti lormJtions of 

'

power depend on acts of conformity Qa Boetie). Landauers

conclusion is thus that the conditions are always only our

conduct - die ,,VerhäItnisse sind, wie wir uns zueinander

verhalten-o'Applied to the state: ,,The state is a condition, a

relation between people. It is a way in which people relate to
and feat each other; and one desfoys it by forrring other

relations, by treating each other differently." It is this ,,otler..
way of relating to each other that Landauer refers to with his

concept of spirit. Spirit, again, is a particular configuration of
relations between people, namely relations that have 1gg
crystillized into alienating institutions which exercise external

coercion, but which are guided by practices, associations and

r2
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relations that are freely chosen and upheld' It is the force of

this particular relationality upon which Landauer sets his

hopes:

,,(Jnd diese Gewalt des Geistes wird an die Stelle der

brutalen Fuchtel treten' Das eben bedeutet mir das Wort' das

ich so selten, aber doch manchmal ortwende' wo ich nur

sicherbin,dossmanseinenposittvenGehaltnichtverkennt:
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,,Wir sagen: umgekehrt wird ein ScIruh daraus! Wir wmten nicht
auf die Revolution, damit dann der Sozialismas beginne; sondern
wirfangen an, den Sozialismus zur WirHichkeit zu machen, damit

Landauer, Beginnen, S.88I
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dadurch der Eoße Umschwung komme." 892

One of the greatest obstacles to revolutiorq according to

Landauer, consists inthe "magical demarcation" that we draw

between present and future, thereby projecting our desires for
change as something'!et-to-comej{ut, his reasoning goes,

the path will never precede tt 
" soffiffr"edom can never

be created, it can only be practiced.

Landauer envisaged

small cells ofpeople who decide to live in collective solidarity,

striving for self'sufficiency and association with other such

groups - paradigmatically in land corlmunes, but other

formations are sought to conneci

- "socialist union".e

hn Frühsommer 1908 hatte Landauer vor der,,Agitationskommission.
der,,,A.narchisten Berlins und Umgebung,. einen programmatischen
Vortrag gehalten und zur Diskussion in den,lwtilfertikeln des
Sozialistischen Bundes" ansammengefasst. Das vom Bund angeshebte
Zielwar eine ,,Ordnung durch Bfmde der Freiwilligkeif., zu dänen sich
alle albeitenden Menschen nach Belieben ansarnmenschließen sollten.
Solange ,,Grund und Boden nicht durch andere Mittel als den Kauf in
die Hände der Sozialisten" käne, bestünden dieAufgaben der
Mitglieder der einzelnen Gruppen in hopagand4 Sammtung und der
Pionierarbeit in Siedlungen auf dem Land auf denen 

"*e-plarirch,,Gerechtigkeif' und,,freudige Arbeit . vorgelebt werden solhen.

was wir sozialismus nennen, istfreudiges Leben in gerechter wirtschurt.
Die Menschenwissen heute nicht, erleben es nicrtt mit demwaltrhajlen
Wßsen des Dobeiseins und Erfassens, mit dem Wissen, das Netd uid

und Nachohmung mit sichfiihrt, wss das ist: freudiges, schönes
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Kreise{ie Gleichgeartetenund schließe sicn mll.i}nen zur

Gruppe ansaürmen." La.däuer ist denn auchdör Überzeugung,

Sscie{7, ö"1

"rhal LandenJ

Sozialistisc]nen Bundes?<< Ma4.suche sich in seinem weiten
,,

,,)Wie wird mau Mitglied des

dag/sich eins Gemeinpdhaft nicht über einegeteilte
j/

philosophische oder'weltanschauliche Übereinstimmung

Leben Wir miß$en es ihnen zeige& W'ir wollen noch Maglichkeit ous I
den Kapitalß** *"t "t*; *ir.oilr, sozialistische Cbran", I
sozialßtßche Dörfer gründen; wir wollen Land- und Industriearbeit I
vereinigen; wir wollen, so weit es geht, und es wird immer besser geherl,

wennwir nw erst beginnen, alle unsere Bedtirfuisse selbst herstellen I
und bald aufunserem neuen dem sozialen Marhe tauschen und den I
kapitalistischen vermeiden Wir wollen Vorausgehende sein, wir wollen I
uns in Bewegung setzen und durch unsere Bewegungwollenwir die 

I
Macsen bewegen " I

Direkt im Anschluss an die Sitzung meldeten sich die ersten AnwärterlnneJ
auf Mitgliedschaft und in den nächsten Jahren bilden sich ungefähr 20 |
Lokalgnrppen, darunter auch zwei, von Landauers GeliebtenMargarete I
Faas-Hardegger angeregte, in der Schweiz sowie eine notorisch I
skandalfüchtige um Erich Mtihsarn in Milnchen. Zu seinen besten t
Zeitsnzlihlte der Bund ungeführ 1000 Mitglieder. Unter den Berliner I
Gruppen ragte als intellektuelles Zentrum die um Martin Buber, Gustav I
Landauer und Erich Gutkind heraus. Der neu herausgogebene I
>Sozialist<, den Margarete Faas-Hardegger unter dem Pseudonym I
,,Mark Harda" in Bern redaktionell betreute, wurde zum Sprachrohr und I' zur Diskussionsplattfonn des Bundes. Ab derMarokkolrise l91l richte{
sich dieAktivität des Bundes auch gegen den drohenden Krieg, eine I
Haltung, die die Organisation mit jahrelangen Rechtsstreitigkeiten, I
Bespitzelung und Ohnmacht zu öffbnttichem Wirken lezahlen muss. 
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