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ix

This is a book about po liti cal passions, radicalism, utopian ideals, and 
their catastrophic consequences in the twentieth century’s experiments 
in massive social engineering. More precisely, it is an attempt to map 
and explain what Hannah Arendt called “the ideological storms” of a 
century second to none in violence, hubris, ruthlessness, and human sac-
rifi ces. I began thinking about these issues as a teenager in Communist 
Romania, when I had the chance to read a clandestinely circulated copy 
of Arthur Koestler’s novel Darkness at Noon. I was born after World 
War II to revolutionary parents who had embraced anti- Fascist Com-
munist values before the war. They had fought with the International 
Brigades in the Spanish Civil War, where my father lost his right arm at 
the age of twenty- four at the battle of river Ebro; my mother— a medi-
cal school student— worked as a nurse. I grew up listening to countless 
conversations about major fi gures of world Communism, as well as the 
Stalinist atrocities. Names like Palmiro Togliatti, Rudolf Slánský, Mau-
rice Thorez, Josip Broz Tito, Ana Pauker, or Dolores Ibarruri  were fre-
quently whispered during dinner table conversations.

Later, as a sociology student at the University of Bucharest, I ignored 
the offi cial calls to distrust “bourgeois ideology” and did my utmost to 
get hold of forbidden books by Milovan Djilas, Karl Jaspers, Hannah 
Arendt, Raymond Aron, Isaiah Berlin, Karl Popper, Leszek Kołakowski, 
and other antitotalitarian thinkers. Confronted with the grotesque fol-
lies of Nicolae Ceausescu’s dynastic Communism, I realized that I was 
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living in a totalitarian regime run by a delusional leader who exerted 
absolute control over the population via the Communist Party and the 
secret police. It was for this reason that I became intensely interested in 
the occulted traditions of Western Marxism and the Frankfurt School 
theorists’ attempt to rehabilitate subjectivity. My PhD dissertation, de-
fended in 1980, was entitled Revolution and Critical Reason: The 
 Po liti cal Theory of the Frankfurt School and Contemporary Left- Wing 
Radicalism. From the writings of Theodore W. Adorno, Walter Benja-
min, Erich Fromm, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, I learned 
about the tribulations of negativity in the age of total administration 
and inescapable alienation. I read Georg Lukács, Karl Korsch, and An-
tonio Gramsci, and I found in their ideas (especially their early writ-
ings) an antidote to the mindless optimism of Marxism- Leninism.

Although Romania was a socialist state committed to Marxist tenets 
and thus ostensibly left- wing, especially after 1960, the ruling party 
started to embrace themes, motifs, and obsessions of the interwar Far 
Right. When Nicolae Ceausescu came to power in 1965, he exacerbated 
this trend, and the ideology came to blend residual Leninism with an 
unavowed yet unmistakable Fascism. This was only an apparent para-
dox. Years later, when I read Robert C. Tucker’s masterful biography of 
Stalin, I was struck by his brilliant analysis of “Bolshevism of the Ex-
treme Right.” As in the case of the Soviet  Union after 1945, or of Poland 
during the last years of Władisław Gomułka’s rule with the rise to power 
of the ultranationalist faction of the Partisans, headed by minister of 
the interior, General Mieczysław Moczar, the Romanian Communist 
regime was becoming increasingly idiosyncratic, xenophobic, and anti- 
Semitic. When I published my history of Romanian Communism in 2003, 
I coined a term for this hybridization: national- Stalinism. During all 
these years I thought about the deep affi nities between apparently irrec-
oncilable movements and ideologies. I reached the conclusion that, in 
times of moral and cultural disarray, Communism and Fascism can merge 
into a baroque synthesis. Communism is not Fascism, and Fascism is not 
Communism. Each totalitarian experiment had its own irreducible at-
tributes, but they shared a number of phobias, obsessions, and resent-
ments that could generate toxic alliances, like the Nazi- Soviet Pact of 
August 1939. Furthermore, their geo graph i cal proximity allowed the 
unfolding of genocidal practices between 1930 and 1945 in what Timo-
thy Snyder called the “Bloodlands,” which took a toll of approximately 
14 million people. This disaster started with Stalin’s war on peasants, 
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especially in Ukraine, and culminated in the absolute horror of the 
Holocaust.

This is a book about the incarnation of diabolically nihilistic prin-
ciples of human subjugation and conditioning in the name of presumably 
pure and purifying goals. It is not a historical treatise (although history 
is present on every page), but rather a political- philosophical interpreta-
tion of how maximalist utopian aspirations can lead to the nightmares 
of Soviet and Nazi camps epitomized by Kolyma and Auschwitz. I dis-
cuss the major similarities, the saliently irreducible distinctions, and the 
contemporary reverberations of these totalitarian tyrannies. I also ex-
amine the deradicalization of Soviet- style regimes, the exhaustion of ide-
ological fervor, and the rise of alternative, civic- oriented expressions of 
demo cratic sensibilities. The purpose of this book is to provide readers 
(students, journalists, historians, po liti cal scientists, phi los o phers, and a 
general audience) with some conclusions about a cataclysmic time that 
no words could capture as accurately and as disturbingly as the paint-
ings of the German artist Anselm Kiefer. Like those canvases, the twenti-
eth century has left behind a devastated landscape full of corpses, dashed 
illusions, failed myths, betrayed promises, and unpro cessed memories.

Many of this book’s ideas  were discussed with my late friend, the great 
historian Tony Judt. I also had the privilege to engage in many conversa-
tions with one of the wisest analysts of Marxism and Soviet Commu-
nism, Robert C. Tucker. Both Judt and Tucker emphasized the im mense 
role of ideas in history and warned against any kind of positivistic deter-
minism. They taught about the frailty of liberal values, and about the 
obligation to not give up but rather to continue fi ghting for them against 
all odds. The Polish thinker Leszek Kołakowski, often and accurately 
described as the phi los o pher of Solidarity, also had a major infl uence in 
shaping my ideas. I was the fi rst to translate an essay by Kołakowski 
into Romanian in the late 1980s, in the alternative cultural journal Ag-
ora, which was published in the United States, edited by dissident poet 
Dorin Tudoran, and distributed illegally in Romania. I sent a copy to 
Leszek Kołakowski, who responded with a wonderful letter saying that, 
although he did not read Romanian, he could make sense, using his Latin 
and French, of my short introduction. One of the major projects I under-
took in post- Communist Romania was to coordinate the publication of 
a translation of his masterful trilogy on the main currents of Marxism. 
Nobody grasped better than Kołakowski the appalling presence of the 
dev il in the totalitarian experiments of the twentieth century. All three 
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hoped that mankind would internalize a few lessons from these catastro-
phes. I dedicate this book to the memory of these three major scholars.

Such a synthesis cannot be achieved in a few years. Overly optimis-
tic, I signed a contract with the University of California Press in 2004, 
convinced that I would fi nish the book by the end of 2005. Then I real-
ized that there  were still too many issues I needed to think about. In the 
following years, I got involved in the institutional effort to analyze the 
Communist dictatorship in Romania. I learned terrifying details about 
the Stalinist technologies of destructiveness employed by Romanian 
communists. The work for this book started in 2001, when Tony Judt 
offered me the possibility to spend a month at the Remarque Institute 
at the New York University, where I presented a lecture on topics di-
rectly related to this volume, focusing on the French polemics around 
the Livre Noir du communisme. I continued my research in June 2002 
as a one- month fellow at the Institute for the Sciences of Man (IWM) in 
Vienna. In January 2003, I was a fellow at Indiana University’s Institute 
for the Humanities, where I gave a lecture on the totalitarian temptation 
and benefi ted from Jeffrey C. Isaac’s insightful comments. In 2008– 2009, 
as a fellow at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, I 
conducted research on twentieth- century utopian radicalism as well as 
moral justice in post- Communist Romania. I benefi ted from the excep-
tional research skills of my two assistants, Eliza Gheorghe and Mark 
Moll. Books continued to come out that inspired me to rethink some of 
the early hypotheses, including Robert Gellately’s path- breaking work 
Lenin, Stalin, Hitler: The Age of Social Catastrophe (2007), which I re-
viewed in the outstanding journal Kritika. Another important volume 
was Beyond Totalitarianism (2009), edited by Sheila Fitzpatrick and 
Michael Geyer. In April 2009, Timothy Snyder invited me to participate 
in the seminar “Hitler and Stalin: Comparisons Renewed” at Yale Uni-
versity, where I exchanged views with several distinguished scholars, 
including Saul Friedländer, Norman Naimark, Lynne Viola, and Amir 
Weiner. Throughout these years, in his gently encouraging way, Stanley 
Holwitz, who had superbly edited my Stalinism for All Seasons at the 
University of California Press (2003), continued to inquire about the 
status of the manuscript. I kept reassuring him that I had not forgotten 
it. In fact, I had continued to think only about this, and in March 2010 
I gave a lecture at the University of California at Berkeley titled “The 
Dev il in History,” which presented the ideas published  here in the pro-
logue. Following that pre sen ta tion, I had long discussions with historians 
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John Connelly and Yuri Slezkine, who provided me with provocative 
suggestions.

Finally, in February 2011, the manuscript was completed. I sent it to 
Niels Hooper at the University of California Press, who expressed inter-
est in the project. I received two im mensely insightful peer reviews and 
followed many of the reviewers’ suggestions, especially in emphasizing 
the peculiar nature of the Bolshevik worshipping of the party, the con-
nections between Marx and Lenin, and the still amazing infatuation 
of important intellectuals with the Communist utopia. I have developed 
many ideas included in this book in articles published since 2005 in the 
pages of Times Literary Supplement as well as essays for the excellent 
Romanian monthly Idei in dialog, edited by the brilliant phi los o pher 
Horia- Roman Patapievici.

This achievement would not have been possible without the enthu-
siastic commitment and creative research offered by Bogdan Cristian 
Iacob, a graduate student at the Central Eu ro pe an University (he de-
fended his dissertation in June 2011) who became my closest collabora-
tor in 2007. I wish to express cordial thanks to all those who, throughout 
these years, have generously been my engaging partners in this endeavor. 
First and foremost, I express my gratitude to my wife, Mary Sladek, and 
my son, Adam Volo Tismaneanu, with whom I had endless discussions 
about the totalitarian monsters and their legacies. Mary read various 
drafts of this book and offered insightful suggestions. On various occa-
sions, Adam asked me to explain the similarities and differences between 
Hitler and Stalin. Like so many of us, he still wonders who was worse. 
Intellectual friends and colleagues whose ideas and suggestions have 
helped me shape my own interpretations and who undoubtedly deserve 
mention, including some who have passed away, include Bradley 
Abrams, Dragos Paul Aligic{, C{t{lin Avramescu, Matei C{linescu, Dan-
iel Chirot, Aurelian Craiutu, John Connelly, Michael David- Fox, Karen 
Dawisha, Ferenc Fehér, Dan Gallin, Pierre Hassner, Agnes Heller, Jeffrey 
Herf, Paul Hollander, Dick Howard, Charles Gati, Irena Grudzinska- 
Gross, Jan T. Gross, Jeffrey C. Isaac, Constantin Iordachi, Ken Jowitt, 
Tony Judt, Bart Kaminski, Gail Kligman, Mark Kramer, Claude Lefort, 
Gabriel Liiceanu, Mark Lichbach, Monica Lovinescu, Steven Lukes, 
Daniel Mahoney, Adam Michnik, Mircea Mih{ies, Iulia Motoc, Vlad 
Muresan, Mihail Neamtu, Virgil Nemoianu, Martin Palouš, Horia- 
Roman Patapievici, Marta Petreu, Andrei Plesu, Cristian Preda, Ilya 
Prizel, Saskia Sassen, Marci Shore, Timothy Snyder, Vladimir Solonari, 
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Ioan Stanomir, Radu Stern, Valeriu Stoica, Mihai Sora, Gale Stokes, 
Robert C. Tucker, Cristian Vasile, Christina Zarifopol- Illias, Viktor 
Zaslavsky, Vladislav Zubok, Annette Wieworka. Special thanks to my 
graduate students at the University of Mary land, who have been re-
markable partners of dialogue during the seminars on Marxism, Bol-
shevism, Fascism, Nazism, and the meanings of po liti cal radicalism.

October 10, 2011
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Prologue
Totalitarian Dictators and Ideological Hubris

When I used the image of Hell, I did not mean this allegori-
cally, but literally: it seems rather obvious that men who have 
lost their faith in Paradise will not be able to establish it on 
earth; but it is not so certain that those who have lost their 
belief in Hell as a place of the hereafter may not be willing 
and able to establish on earth exact imitations of what people 
used to believe about Hell. In this sense I think that a 
description of the camps as Hell on earth is more “objective,” 
that is, more adequate to their essence than statements of 
a purely so cio log i cal or psychological nature.

—Hannah Arendt, Essays on Understanding

No century witnessed and documented so much atrocious suffering, 
 or ga nized hatred, and devastating violence as the twentieth. The concen-
tration camps represented the ultimate humiliation of human beings, the 
destruction of their identity, their inescapable dehumanization, and 
their mass annihilation. Neither Communism nor Nazism can be under-
stood without taking into account the centrality of what Albert Camus 
once called l’univers concentrationnaire. In his book If This Is a Man, the 
Italian writer and Auschwitz survivor, Primo Levi, wrote:

Perhaps it is not possible to comprehend, indeed perhaps one should not 
even try, since to comprehend is almost to excuse. Let me explain: to “com-
prehend” a human intention and action means (even etymologically) to con-
tain it, to contain its perpetrator, by putting oneself in his place, identifying 
with him. Now, no normal person could ever identify with Hitler, Himmler, 
Goebbels, Eichmann, and countless others. While this appalls us it is also relief 
since it is probably just as well that their words (and also, alas their deeds) 
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should remain beyond our comprehension. Those words and deeds are inhu-
man, indeed anti- human, without historical pre ce dent and barely comparable 
to the cruelest manifestations of the biological struggle for existence.1

In Stalinized Romania between 1949 and 1951, a diabolical experi-
ment took place, meant to transform the six hundred inmates of the 
Pitesti penitentiary (all students arrested for real or imagined antiregime 
activities) into “new men.” The method, apparently inspired by Soviet 
pedagogue Anton Makarenko’s teachings as adopted by the secret police 
in the Soviet  Union and its satellites, was supposed to make the victims 
their own tormentors and thereby “educators.” A phalanx of regime col-
laborators, headed by a former Fascist arrested in 1948 on charges of 
having lied about his past, engaged in unspeakable, barbaric brutalities 
against their fellow prisoners, who experienced two levels of transforma-
tion: the external re- education and the inner one, when the victim turned 
into a tormentor. There  were only two possibilities for the inmates: to 
become accomplices or to die under horrifying conditions. In fact, as one 
of the very few survivors of this lurid experiment said, there was a third 
possibility: to go insane.

What happened in Nazi and Communist camps (Pitesti was for all 
practical purposes such an institution) was bound to destroy basic fea-
tures of humanity such as compassion, reason, and solidarity.2 Historian 
Timothy Snyder superbly concluded his essential work Bloodlands by 
stating that “the Nazi and Soviet regimes turned people into numbers. . . .  
It is for us as humanists to turn the numbers back into people.”3 The 
basis for these horrors was the conviction that human beings can be-
come subjects for radical social engineering conducted by self- appointed 
custodians of universal happiness. To paraphrase a historian, the twen-
tieth century became destructive once “the historically self- conscious 
presumption that contingency abounds and has to be managed, that 
chaos is about to take over and has to be negotiated, that society can be 
designed and revolution made”4 became the justifi cation for sacralizing 
the po liti cal and converting it into a substitute for traditional religions. 
This book is a comprehensive, comparative essay on the intellectual ori-
gins, the crimes, and the failure of the radical totalitarian movements that 
ravaged the last century: Communism and Fascism. It therefore starts 
from the premise that in this “age of extremes” (Hobsbawm) the question 
of evil is the basic question.5

For Polish phi los o pher Leszek Kołakowski, Bolshevism and Fascism 
represented two incarnations of the disastrous presence of the dev il in 
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history: “The dev il . . .  invented ideological states, that is to say, states 
whose legitimacy is grounded in the fact that their own ers are own ers 
of truth. If you oppose such a state or its system, you are an enemy of 
truth.”6 Both movements pretended to purify humanity of agents of cor-
ruption, de cadence, and dissolution and to restore a presumably lost 
unity of humanity (excluding, of course, those regarded as subhuman, 
social and racial enemies). For the Communists, the fi end was repre-
sented by private property, the bourgeoisie, the priests, the kulaks. 
The Nazis identifi ed the Jewish “vermin,” “Judeo- Bolshevism,” “Judeo- 
plutocracy,” and Marxism as the sources of all calamities. Fascism (and 
its radical version, Nazism) was adamantly anti- Communist. In the 
1930s, Stalinism made anti- Fascism a pillar of its propaganda, seducing 
intellectuals and galvanizing re sis tance movements worldwide. Indeed, 
in the absence of anti- Fascist rhetoric, it is hard to imagine Stalinism 
becoming such an extraordinary magnet for so many otherwise intelli-
gent and reasonable individuals. These people  were convinced that by 
supporting the Pop u lar Fronts, especially during the Spanish Civil War, 
they  were opposing Nazi barbarism. The Communist International’s pro-
paganda machine defended human rights against the abominable atroc-
ities perpetrated by the Nazis, obscuring the fact that, until 1939, most 
mass crimes in Eu rope  were in fact committed by Stalinists in the USSR.7

Both revolutionary party- movements execrated and denounced lib-
eralism, democracy, and parliamentarianism as degradations of true 
politics, which would transcend all divisions through the establishment 
of perfect communities (defi ned as classless or racially unifi ed). Funda-
mentally atheistic, both Communism and Fascism or ga nized their po liti-
cal objectives in discourses of alleged emancipation, operating as po liti cal 
religions meant to deliver the individual from the impositions of tradi-
tional morality and legality.8 To employ Italian po liti cal thinker Emilio 
Gentile’s terminology, both  were forms of a sacralization of politics of 
an exclusive and integralist character that rejected “coexistence with 
other po liti cal ideologies and movements,” denied “the autonomy of the 
individual with respect to the collective,” prescribed “the obligatory ob-
servance of [their] commandments and participation in [their] po liti cal 
cult,” and sanctifi ed “violence as a legitimate arm of the struggle against 
enemies, and as an instrument of regeneration.”9 In the universe of these 
po liti cal movements, evil carried the name of those who refused, re-
jected, or did not qualify for the illumination delivered by the infallible 
party gospels. In the case of left- wing totalitarianism, historian Igal Hal-
fi n provides an excellent formulation: “The apotheosis of Communist 
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history— humanity holding hands and marching toward a classless 
paradise— cannot thus be disassociated from Stalin’s systematic attempt 
to eliminate those who reached the Marxist well but refused to drink 
from it.”10 Or, to turn to Nazism, for Hitler, Jews incarnated evil simply 
because for him they fell below the pale of humanity. They  were simulta-
neously cowardly and omnipotent, capitalist and Communist, ostenta-
tious and insidious, and so on. After seeing with Goebbels the so- called 
documentary The Eternal Jew, a piece of heinously crude propaganda, 
the German dictator concluded that “these are no longer human beings. 
They are animals. So it’s not humanitarian but a surgical task. Otherwise 
Eu rope will perish through the Jewish disease.”11

Psychological and psychopathological explanations for these uniquely 
murderous regimes are not suffi cient. Whereas Stalin and Hitler  were in-
controvertibly driven by paranoid exclusionary and exterminist impulses, 
it would be hard to consider Lenin a mentally unbalanced individual. As 
a matter of fact, even a staunch critic of Bolshevism like Christian exis-
tentialist phi los o pher Nikolai Berdyaev saw Lenin as a paradoxical per-
sonality, an antidemo cratic, neo- Jacobin revolutionary, yet a humane 
individual, animated by a thirst for equality and even a passion for free-
dom. Moreover, an additional dilemma that haunts any attempt at un-
derstanding the horrors of the twentieth century lies in the diffi culty of 
fathoming “the level of the pathological debauchery accepted, approved 
of, and sustained by masses of people— including highly intelligent 
ones— and coming to be regarded as normal and justifi able practice.”12 
 Here is where the understanding of Fascism and Communism’s revolu-
tionary passion becomes vital. It is this spirit of radical transformation 
and renewal that mobilized the masses who pushed forward both move-
ments throughout their existence. Fascism and Communism  were incar-
nations or materializations of “a revolutionary experience of standing 
on the edge of history and proactively changing its course, freed from 
the constraints of ‘normal’ time and ‘conventional’ morality.”13 Both 
 were born in the wreckage of the First World War in a Eu rope that 
seemed to have entered a new era where politics had to be radically re-
defi ned toward the glorious dawn of new left or right civilizations.

In fact, the catastrophe started earlier, in the Bolshevik apocalyptic 
vision of an unpre ce dented break with all liberal values and traditions, 
including the pluralist ethos of international social democracy. Going 
beyond the established comparisons between Hitler and Stalin, histo-
rian Robert Gellately brought Lenin back into the story of totalitarian 
po liti cal movements as the true architect of the Bolshevik dictatorship, 
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the real found er of the gulag system, a fervent ideologue convinced that 
his vanguard party (a revolutionary po liti cal invention that shattered 
the praxis of international social democracy) was entrusted by an al-
most mystically defi ned history to achieve its goals and make humanity 
content forever, no matter the human costs. And the costs  were indeed 
appalling, defying our capacity for repre sen ta tion. Ideological fanat i cism 
mixed with all- consuming resentment explain Lenin’s destructive am-
bitions. Lenin was not only the found er of po liti cal propaganda, the su-
preme priest of a new ecclesiology of the omniscient, infallible party, but 
also the demiurge of the concentration camp system and the apostle of 
universal terror. A true Bolshevik, Martin Latsis, one of the Cheka’s lead-
ers, said in 1918, “We are not waging war on individual persons. We are 
exterminating the bourgeoisie as a class. During the investigation, we do 
not look for evidence that the accused acted in deed or word against the 
Soviet power. The fi rst questions you ought to put are: to what class does 
he belong? What is his origin? What is his education and profession? And 
it is these questions that ought to determine the fate of the accused.”14

In the same vein, Hitler saw the war with the Soviet  Union and West-
ern democracies as an ideological crusade meant to totally destroy the 
ideologically dehumanized enemy.15 Gellately quotes the recollections 
of one of Hitler’s secretaries: “We will win this war, because we fi ght for 
an idea, and not for Jewish capitalism, which drives the soldiers of our 
enemies. Only Rus sia is dangerous, because Rus sia fi ghts with the same 
fanat i cism as we do for its worldview. But the good will be the victor, 
there is nothing  else for it.”16

Bolshevism cannot be understood without admitting Lenin’s para-
mount role. Without Lenin, there would have been no Bolshevism. Sta-
lin was indeed the benefi ciary of a system that Lenin had imagined and 
developed. In the absence of the ideology developed by Lenin, these re-
gimes would have remained traditional tyrannies.17 Indeed, as sociolo-
gist Daniel Chirot emphasized, we deal with two types of despotic re-
gimes: tyrannies of corruption (the traditional ones) and tyrannies of 
certitude, based on ideological hubris.18 It was the ideological pretense, 
the conviction that he was fulfi lling a grandiose historical mission, that 
made Lenin engage in his reckless attempt to radically transform society. 
In his footsteps, Stalin pursued the same all- transforming agenda: nature, 
science, and language all had to be subordinated to the sacrosanct 
goal. The same ideological ardor, impervious to doubt or self- questioning, 
motivated Hitler’s delusional visions of global race warfare.19 As Arthur 
Koestler demonstrated long ago, totalitarian movements disregard ethics 
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and despise moral absolutes: “Since about the second half of the nine-
teenth century our ethical brakes have been more and more neglected 
until totalitarian dynamism made the engine run amok. We must apply 
the brake or we shall crash.”20

In spite of its claim to transcend alienation and rehabilitate human 
dignity, Communism was morally sterilized, or, in the words of Steven 
Lukes, it suffered from moral blindness.21 Once it subordinated the no-
tion of the good to the interests of the proletariat, Communism annulled 
the universality of moral norms. The same can be said about Fascism, 
with its exaltation of the primeval tribal virtues and total disregard for 
the common humanity of all human beings. Both assigned to the state its 
own morality, granting only to it the right to defi ne the meaning and ulti-
mate aim of human existence. The ideological state became the supreme 
and absolute value within the framework of an eschatological doctrine of 
revolution. The horrors that defi ned the past century  were thus possible 
because of a “moral inversion”: “The state’s crimes [ were] explicable not 
as crimes but as necessary precautions to prevent greater injustice.”22 
Through the cult of absolute unity along the path to salvation by knowl-
edge of history, both Communism and Fascism produced new and total 
social and po liti cal projects centered on purifying the body of the com-
munities that fell prey to these ideological spells. The new men or women 
brought about by these movements left behind their “little ego, twitching 
with fear and rickets,” for they had surrendered what the proletarian 
writer Maxim Gorky called despairingly the “farce of individuality.”23 
Or, as a former member of the German Communist Party once declared: 
“A man who fought alone could never win; men must stand together 
and fi ght together and make life better for all engaged in useful work. 
They must struggle with every means at their disposal, shying at no law-
less deed as it would further the cause, giving no quarter until the revo-
lution triumphed.”24 A strikingly similar statement can be found in Nazi 
chef propagandist Joseph Goebbels’s early novel, Michael: A German 
Destiny: “What makes up the modern German is not so much cleverness 
and intellect as the new spirit, the willingness to become one with the 
people, to devote oneself and sacrifi ce oneself to it unstintingly.”25 In-
deed, the times called for the dissolution of the individual into a heroic 
collective built on the rubble of a modernity that was declared de-
funct. Either from the left or from the right, the horrors of the twentieth 
century came about once “modernist revitalization movements” (in the 
words of Roger Griffi n) became full- fl edged state programs of social 
engineering.

  



Prologue  |  7

Stalin’s former henchman and close associate Vyacheslav Molotov’s 
unrepentant evaluation of the Great Terror exemplifi es the new dynamic 
between power and morality: “Of course there  were excesses, but all 
was permissible, to my mind, for the sake of the main objective— 
keeping state power! . . .  Our mistakes, including the crude mistakes, 
 were justifi ed.”26 Once these po liti cal movements constructed their vision 
of modernity on the principle of a chosen, purifi ed community crossing 
the desert of history from darkness into light, there could be only one 
solution for those who failed to meet their inclusionary criteria: exci-
sion.27 Unsurprisingly, the same Molotov explained the oppression of the 
families of those purged, executed, deported, or assassinated as prophy-
lactic action: “They had to be isolated. Otherwise, they would have 
spread all kinds of complaints, and society would have been infected by 
a certain amount of demoralization.”28 Similarly, in 1926, Yemelyan 
Yaroslavsky, an offi cial Bolshevik historian and Joseph Stalin’s confi -
dant, justifi ed the purges decided at the sixteenth party conference (April 
1929) as a method of protecting “the cells of the party and soviet organ-
ism from ‘degeneration.’ ”29

Such affl iction- weary rhetoric about the body politic was hardly dif-
ferent from that employed by Himmler in his speech to SS leaders at 
Posen in October 1943. The Reichsführer- SS described Nazi policies as 
extermination of “a bacterium because we do not want in the end to be 
infected by the bacterium and die of it. I will not see so much as a small 
area of sepsis appear  here or gain a hold. Wherever it may form, we will 
cauterize it.”30 To paraphrase Italian historian Gaetano Salvemini, both 
Fascism and Communism decided they had found the key to happiness, 
virtue, and infallibility, and  were prepared to kill in applying it to spe-
cifi c societies.

The Enigma of Totalitarianism

Herein lies the essence and mystery of the totalitarian experiences of the 
twentieth century: “The complete rejection of all barriers and all re-
straints that politics, civilization, morality, religion, natural feelings of 
compassion, and universal ideas of fraternity have constructed in order 
to moderate, repress, or sublimate the human potential for individual and 
collective violence.”31 The real similarities between the Communist and 
Fascist experiments (the crucial role of the party, the preeminence of ide-
ology, the ubiquitous secret police, the fascination with technology, the 
frenzied cult of the “New Man,” the quasi- religious celebration of the 

  



8  |  Prologue

charismatic leader) should not blur signifi cant distinctions (one being 
the absence of Nazi show trials or intraparty permanent purges). Nev-
ertheless, historian Eugen Weber judiciously remarked that “the distinc-
tion between fascism and communism is relative rather than absolute, 
dynamic rather than fundamental.” Under the circumstances, one cannot 
help but ask the same question as Weber: “Isn’t this fundamental similar-
ity between totalitarian creeds and systems at least as important as their 
differences of view?”32 This book engages in a dialogue with the most 
infl uential contributions to these morally and po liti cally urgent ques-
tions. The twentieth century was plagued by agonizing ideological 
polarizations whose effects continue to haunt our times.

I agree with po liti cal scientist Pierre Hassner that despite the differ-
ences between Stalinism and Nazism, their fundamental and defi ning 
common characteristic was their genocidal frenzy. Or , to use Sheila 
Fitzpatrick and Michael Geyer’s formulation, “The phenomenon of the 
gulag as a manifestation of Soviet state violence and the Holocaust as 
the central site of Nazi terror conveys the unmistakable message that the 
two regimes  were bent on genocide [my italics].”33 On the one hand, 
both Stalinism and Nazism looked for “objective enemies” and operated 
with notions of collective, even ge ne tic guilt. Obviously, the Bolshevik 
vision stigmatized po liti cal “sins,” whereas the Nazi Weltanschauung rei-
fi ed biological distinctions. In his enormously signifi cant toast of No-
vember 7, 1937, on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the 
Bolshevik coup, as recorded by the Comintern leader Georgi Dimitrov 
and in his diary, a speech meant to be known only by the top party and 
People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD) elite, Stalin said, 
“Whoever attempts to destroy the unity of the socialist state, whoever 
seeks the separation of any of its parts or nationalities— that man is an 
enemy, a sworn enemy of the peoples of the USSR. And we will destroy 
each and every such enemy, even if he was an old Bolshevik; we will de-
stroy all his kin, his family. We will mercilessly destroy anyone who, by 
his deeds or his thoughts,— yes, his thoughts— threatens the unity of the 
socialist state. To the complete destruction of all enemies, themselves 
and their kin! (Approving exclamations: To the great Stalin!)”34

At the same, the party apparatus never played as powerful a role in 
Nazi Germany as it did in Stalin’s Rus sia. In fact, Hitler envied Stalin 
for having been able to place po liti cal offi cers as ideological watchdogs 
in the army. Historian Ian Kershaw stresses the fact that even when 
Martin Bormann took over the party leadership in May 1941, thus 
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bringing “the Nazi Party’s interference and scope for intervention in 
shaping the direction of policy to a new plane,” the internal contradic-
tions and incoherencies of the National Socialist state remained.35 The 
Nazi Party (NSDAP) never enjoyed the same charismatic status that the 
Bolshevik vanguard had acquired. In Hitler’s Germany, loyalty belonged 
to the Führer as the embodiment of the pristine völkisch community. In 
Stalin’s Rus sia, the zealots’ allegiances went to the leader to the extent 
that they saw him as the incarnation of the party’s wisdom.

When he maintained that the cadres decided everything, Stalin really 
meant it (with him being the ultimate arbiter of promotions and emo-
tions): “A great deal is said about great leaders. But a cause is never 
won unless the right conditions exist. And the main thing  here is the 
middle cadres. . . .  They are the ones who choose the leader, explain our 
positions to the masses, and ensure the success of our cause. They don’t 
try to climb above their station; you don’t even notice them. . . .  Generals 
can do nothing without an offi cer corps.”36

Stalin, Hitler, and the Apotheosis of Terror

This indeed is a crucial distinction between Stalin and Hitler. Stalin for 
most of his rule was successful in fi nding a synthesis between govern-
ment and ideology, system- building and ideological expansion. His pol-
itics of mobilization, however destructive for the Soviet population, did 
not obliterate the formal mechanisms of state administration. In Ger-
many by contrast, “Hitler was at one and the same time the absolutely 
indispensable fulcrum of the entire regime, and yet largely detached 
from any formal machinery of government.” In this context, the institu-
tions of the Nazi state  were transformed into “a panoply of overlapping 
and competing agencies dependent in differing ways upon the ‘will of the 
Führer.’ ”37 In the Soviet  Union, Stalin successfully managed to etatize the 
Leninist utopia— what he called “building socialism in one country.” In 
Germany, governmental disorder became an inescapable facet of the Nazi 
polity’s cumulative radicalization. This difference between Stalinism and 
Nazism lies at the basis of Timothy Snyder’s explanation for Stalin’s in-
ability to instrumentalize a new wave of terror against the Jews in the 
aftermath of the Second World War. The Soviet leader “found himself 
threatening security chiefs, rather than instructing them. . . .  They [his 
subordinates]  were constantly hindered by a certain attention to bu-
reaucratic property and even, in some mea sure, to law.”38 According to 
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po liti cal scientist Kenneth Jowitt, Leninism, understood as an or gan i za-
tion al mode, was constructed upon the core idea of the “impersonally 
charismatic” party. Stalin, despite his development of the original model 
and his absolutism, simply could not bring another Great Terror upon 
a party that had just vindicated its historical messianism in what came 
to be called the Great Patriotic War for the Defense of the Motherland. 
Either the party, with its extraordinary or gan i za tion al skills, was the 
main hero of the victory over the Nazi aggressors or it was a shelter of 
vicious enemies that needed to be exposed. Initiating a new onslaught 
against the Communist elite would have subverted the Great Patriotic 
War myth.

True, Lenin was not the embodiment of the party bureaucracy. In 
this respect, Robert Gellately draws fi ne and necessary distinctions: dur-
ing the Great Terror, Bolshevism created universal fear among all strata 
of the population. The Leninist project, as developed by Stalin, meant a 
continuous aggression of the party- state against all social groups, includ-
ing the much- acclaimed proletariat and its party. Mass mobilization and 
fear  were not mutually exclusive, and millions of ordinary citizens be-
came involved in the bloody dramaturgy of hysteria and persecution.39 
David Priestland correctly emphasizes that the specifi c dynamics of the 
Bolshevik regime under Stalin  were the result of an ideological context 
similar to that of Lenin’s years at the helm of the Rus sian Communist 
Party. Stalin continually agonized over fi nding the right combination 
of  “proletarian consciousness as a vital force in history and politics,” 
science- driven progress, and the vision of a society or world structured 
according to class origin.40

Communism and Fascism shared a similar obsession with continu-
ally moving forward to avoid the damning specter of stagnation. Mao 
once stated that “our revolutions are like battles. After a victory, we must 
at once put forward a new task. In this way, cadres and the masses will 
forever be fi lled with revolutionary fervor instead of conceit.”41 Eugen 
Weber proposed a similar diagnosis for Fascism: “The fascist must move 
forward all the time; but just because precise objectives are lacking he 
can never stop, and every goal attained is but a stage on the continuous 
treadmill of the future he claims to construct, of the national destiny he 
claims to fulfi ll.”42 On the path to permanent transformation, both 
Communism and Fascism engineered (or, rather, aimed at) the extinction 
of the individual by inventing equally binding criteria of faith, loyalty, 
and status crystallized into a master po liti cal myth. And, indeed, this de-
fi nes the religiousness of a collective existence—“Quand on met toutes 
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les ressources de I’esprit, toutes les soumissions de la volonté, toutes les 
ardeurs du fanatisme au ser vice d’une cause ou d’un être qui devient le 
but et le guide des pensées et des actions [When one subjects all resources 
of the spirit, all the will’s submissions, all the ardors of fanat i cism to a 
cause or a being that becomes the goal and the guide of all thoughts and 
actions].”43

Both Stalinism and Nazism emphasized the need for social integra-
tion and communal belonging through the exclusion of specifi c others. 
Historian Richard Overy describes the two regimes as “all holistic dic-
tatorships.” They relied on “creating complicity, just as they operate[d] 
by isolating and destroying a chosen minority, whose terrorized status 
confi rm[ed] the rational desire of the rest to be included and pro-
tected.”44 Their legitimacy was based upon a synthesis between coercion 
and consent. In this sense, totalitarianism was embodied by the masses, 
who “gave life and direction to it.”45 Both the Soviet  Union and Ger-
many went through massive social and po liti cal tumults in the aftermath 
of the First World War. By the time Stalin and Hitler came into power 
there was indeed “a wide pop u lar consensus for a politics without con-
fl ict and a society without divisions.”46 In reestablishing and re- creating 
social order, these states proved to be both repressive and paternalistic. 
Society was structured according to categories such as class, race, na-
tionality, and gender, each with specifi c consequences on the inclusion- 
exclusion axis. Both the Soviet  Union (and later, the East Eu ro pe an 
countries) and Germany  were realigned demographically, geo graph i-
cally, and biologically according to imagined projects of the perfect citi-
zenry. The developmental and exterminist meta phors adopted and im-
plemented by the two dictators and their power apparatuses became 
the life framework for the subject population, the groundwork for the 
reinvention of both individual and collective identities. The macrostrat-
egies of the state suffered a pro cess of translation and adaptation into 
microstrategies of the individual. Socialization turned into po liti cal 
practice, into an effort to align “what one does with what s/he thinks 
and says about what s/he does.”47

Po liti cal practice was the area where the citizen came to terms with 
the deliberately ideological lived environment. Under the circumstances, 
terror could be used to refer to “a complex sensibility of existential dis-
location that affects the population broadly under totalitarian rule.”48 
Stalinism and Nazism  were “states of terror” (as Overy puts it) because 
they tried to achieve homogenization by creating “battle communities” 
(in the words of Fritzsche) within which already existent differences 
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 were the subject of grotesque public dramatization and the object of 
elimination through “capillary or ga ni za tion” (Gentile’s term) and con-
stant mobilization. Collective and individual dislocation under condi-
tions of state mobilization and state violence generated new social reali-
ties that sustained both genocide and a sense of belonging and unity in 
“fractured (German) and quicksand (Soviet) societies” (Geyer). Both of 
them  were “extreme consequences of secular humanism” (Gentile) echo-
ing the disillusionment and despair brought on by the traumatic experi-
ence of the Great War.49

Fascism and Communism, as po liti cal movements,  were resolutions 
to a painfully and universally felt “sense- making crisis” throughout Eu-
rope.50 Born out of the cataclysmic barbarism and unpre ce dented vio-
lence of World War I, these apocalyptical movements proclaimed the 
advent of the millennium in this world or, to use po liti cal phi los o pher 
Eric Voegelin’s formulation, they tried to immanentize the eschaton, to 
build Heaven on Earth, to eliminate the distinction between the City of 
Man and the City of God.51 Between 1914 and 1918, “in four years the 
belief in evolution, progress and history itself was wiped out” as the war 
“ripped up the historical fabric and cut everyone off from the past sud-
denly and irretrievably.”52 Communism and Fascism  were reactions to 
this perceived anomy. They  were attempts to give birth to a new sense 
of transcendence and belonging. From this point of view, they  were, as 
Roger Griffi n insightfully remarked, radical po liti cal modernisms.

Ideology and Intentionality

The offi cial Communist creed was rationalistic and lionized the lega-
cies of the Enlightenment, while the Nazi ideologues (Alfred Rosenberg, 
Joseph Goebbels, Alfred Baumler, Otto Strasser) insisted on the power 
of irrational, vital energies and scorned the allegedly sterilizing effects 
of reason. The reality was that, underneath the ostensible philosophical 
incompatibilities between the two rival ideologies, Nazism contained a 
number of tactical affi nities with the much- decried Marxism. Hitler him-
self admitted that he found inspiration in Marxist patterns of po liti cal 
struggle: “I have learned a great deal from Marxism, as I do not hesitate 
to admit. I don’t mean their tiresome social doctrine or the materialist 
conception of history, . . .  and so on. But I have learned from their meth-
ods. The difference between them and myself is that I have really put 
into practice what these peddlers and pen- pushers have timidly begun. 
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The  whole National Socialism is based on it . . .  National Socialism is 
what Marxism might have been if it could have broken its absurd and 
artifi cial ties with the demo cratic order.”53

It is well known that there are scholars who resist the very idea of a 
comparison between Communism and Fascism. Comparison can (but 
not always does) diminish the uniqueness of the absolute horror sym-
bolized by the Holocaust and can overlook the fact that the ideological 
intentions  were signifi cantly different between the Communist and Fas-
cist, or rather, Nazi, projects. Still, both  were revolutionary ideologies 
that aimed to destroy the status quo (that is, the bourgeois order) and 
its enshrined values. Both movements proclaimed the leading role of a 
community of chosen individuals grouped within the party. Both de-
tested bourgeois values and liberal democracy. One carried to an extreme 
a certain Enlightenment universalism, the other made an absolute of ra-
cial particularism. Lenin did not nourish xenophobic propensities, but 
Stalin did. At the end of his life, Stalin behaved like a rabid anti- Semite 
and prepared horrifi c pogroms. Both Hitler and Stalin used propaganda 
to dehumanize their enemies, the Judeo- Bolsheviks, the Trotskyites, and 
the Zionists. Fascism and Communism equally put themselves in posi-
tion to “blast a specifi c era out of the homogeneous course of history.”54 
They both aimed to demolish the past in the name of the future. Both 
totalitarianisms cultivated the myth of youth, rebirth, and the future.

Lenin, Stalin, and Hitler would not have been able to achieve their 
goals had they not known how to regiment, mobilize, and include large 
social strata in their efforts. Whereas Bolshevism was primarily a re-
pressive ideocratic dictatorship, Nazism was, at least for its fi rst years in 
power, a consensus dictatorship. Both represented the triumph of ideo-
logical constructs rooted in scientism, organicism, historicism, and vol-
untarism. For Lenin, class struggle was the ultimate justifi cation for the 
ruthless persecution of aristocrats, priests, and wealthy peasants. The 
dehumanization of the enemy started basically with Lenin. This does not 
mean that Nazism was simply a response to Bolshevism, a panic- ridden 
reaction to an external cause (as suggested by German historian Ernst 
Nolte).55 The ideological roots of Hitler’s politics  were endogenous. 
There was a proto- Fascist tradition in Germany as well as in France.56 
Still, at a certain moment, Stalinism incorporated the motifs and sym-
bols of the ultranationalist Right and became, as Alexander Yakovlev 
and Robert C. Tucker have argued, “Bolshevism of the extreme right.”57 
Timothy Snyder judiciously underlined that “the special quality of Nazi 
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racism is not diluted by the historical observation that Stalin’s motiva-
tions  were sometimes national or ethnic. The pool of evil simply grows 
deeper [my emphasis].”58

Indeed, both Hitler and Stalin spoke of ethnic cleansing. For example, 
between 1937 and 1938, most of the victims of the Great Terror  were 
either class or national enemies. However, a nuance emphasized by Sny-
der offers a caveat to the comparison between these two extremisms. In 
fact, Stalinism did not transform mass murder into po liti cal history, as 
happened in Nazi Germany. For Stalin, “mass murder could never be 
anything more than a successful defense of socialism, or an element in a 
story of progress toward socialism.”59 But, to take Snyder’s point further, 
Communism, like Fascism, undoubtedly founded its alternative, illib-
eral modernity upon extermination. The Communist project, in such 
countries as the USSR, China, Cuba, Romania, or Albania, was based 
precisely on the conviction that certain social groups  were irretrievably 
alien and deservedly murdered.

Communism’s appetite for ethnic cleansing, on top of “sociocide” (to 
use Dan Diner’s term), was not rooted simply within Stalin’s phobias 
and idiosyncrasies. Zhdanovism (the anticosmopolitan campaigns after 
1946), the secret pogrom of the early 1950s, and the Slánský affair  were 
part and parcel of the (il)logic of mature Stalinism.60 Ironically, they rep-
resented a victory of sorts by Nazism over its main ideological rival. As 
Martin Amis points out, the anti- Jewish terror planned by Stalin “would 
have modeled itself on the older Bolshevik idea or tactic of inciting one 
class to destroy another. It would have resembled the Red Terror of 1918 
with the Jews very approximately in the role of the bourgeoisie.”61 Erik 
van Ree correctly emphasized that the real ideological originality of ma-
ture Stalinism was the synthesis between nation and class and between 
two main goals, national development and world Communism.62 The 
pro cess of state- building in the Soviet  Union produced very un- Marxist 
results. Instead of withering away, the bureaucratic Leviathan, abysmally 
corrupt and incurably ineffi cient, reached astronomic dimensions. Or, 
following the analyses of Ken Jowitt and Terry Martin, Stalinism talked 
about modernization but practiced neotraditionalism.

In short, it is no longer possible to maintain and defend the image of 
a relatively benign Lenin whose ideas  were viciously distorted by the 
sociopath Stalin. Ideological obsession was the crucial element that de-
termined the decisions of totalitarian leaders. They lived off ideology, 
in ideology, for ideology. The Bolshevik and Nazi messianic sects  were 
tightly knit ideological constructions. The closest analogy, which I owe to 
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Ken Jowitt, would be the fortress, the hermetically isolated castle whose 
inhabitants think and act alike. In spite of other questionable state-
ments, Ernst Nolte is right when he underlines that, whereas Lenin was a 
Rus sian politician and Hitler a German one, the story was much more 
complicated. They  were ideological prophets, and only ideology could 
explain the course of their historical interventions: “The fundamental 
question remains the exacerbation (Überschiessen) of novelty, of the hia-
tus which constituted the properly ideological. It is the ideological which 
begets the most meaningful actions. There may exist deep differences be-
tween the ideologies, but each one is defi ned by this simultaneous over-
coming and by a kernel of legitimate and con ve nient elements and only 
ideological extremism that can equally generate and destroy.”63

Robert Gellately bluntly and unequivocally portrayed Lenin as “a 
heartless and ambitious individual who was self- righteous in claiming 
to know what was good for ‘humanity,’ brutal in his attempt to subject 
his own people to radical social transformation, and convinced he held 
the key to the eventual overthrow of global capitalism and the esta-
blishment of world Communism.”64 It is hard not to agree with him 
when he writes: “Lenin introduced Soviet Communism, complete with 
new secret police and concentration camps. . . .  Once in power, Lenin 
enthusiastically hunted down anyone who did not fi t in or who opposed 
the new regime, and he introduced the Communist Party purges that 
periodically called forth nationwide witch hunts. . . .  Lenin did not be-
come dictator simply by taking on the mantle of chairman of Sovnarkom 
(in effect its premier). Rather, he made his will prevail by his control of 
the great Marxist texts and perhaps above all by his ferocity.”65

Again, Ernst Nolte and Richard Pipes are not mistaken in examining 
the confl ict between the two totalitarian states as one between similar 
constructions rooted in ideological frenzy and utopian hubris. After 
Hitler’s coming to power in January 1933, “two great ideological states 
faced each other in Eu rope, two states whose attitude, in last analysis, 
was determined by conceptions, which considered themselves interpre-
tations of both past and future world history, and who used these inter-
pretations to make sense of human life.”66

Lenin created the praxis of voluntarism and Manichaeism necessary 
for the success of revolutionary action. In Lenin’s po liti cal cosmology 
there was no way to reconcile the proletariat and the bourgeoisie; the 
triumph of the former was predicated on the destruction of the latter. In 
the same vein, as World War II confronted the Nazis with possible de-
feat, Hitler and his acolytes resorted to a radical acceleration of their 
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genocidal policies against the Jews. The idea was that no peace with the 
Jews could be reached, under any circumstances.

Lenin’s impact on Marxism and his responsibility for the ethical abyss 
and the im mense human sacrifi ce generated by Communism in the twen-
tieth century is, I think, superbly expressed in the following formula-
tion from Denis Holier and Betsy Wing: “Marxism brought history 
out of its infant stages, out of its speechless moments, and gave it a 
soundtrack. . . .  Lenin discovered that history spoke the language of di-
alectical materialism. But one needs an announcer to broadcast the 
script.” And that radio was Radio- Moscow with the single voice of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet  Union. To continue this argument, only 
when the irradiating ideological center “ceased to be decipherable for 
the Marxist decoders” was it possible for “the contract of silence” re-
garding the criminality of Bolshevism to hold sway and the emancipation 
from Diamat to gain traction in the intellectual and po liti cal history of 
Marxism in Eu rope.67 Ironically, it was precisely the disenchanted return 
to “the great Marxist texts,” a forgotten and betrayed tradition, that al-
lowed successive waves of revisionist de- Stalinization to rock the boat of 
the utopian party- state. There was no such tradition in the Nazi experi-
ence and no original, presumably humanist Holy Writ for disillusioned 
National Socialists to dream of resurrecting. Ian Kershaw, commenting 
on the failed attempt by Goebbels and Albert Speer to approach Hitler in 
1943 on what they perceived as the endemic problems of the Nazi state 
(among which, at least for Goebbels, was the absence of radicalization of 
the home front), concluded unambiguously: “They  were holding to the 
illusion that the regime was reformable, but that Hitler was unwilling to 
reform it. What they did not fully grasp was that the shapeless ‘system’ of 
governance that had emerged was both the inexorable product of Hitler’s 
personalized rule and the guarantee of his power.”68

In conclusion, the key distinction between these two horrendous proj-
ects of the twentieth century lies in revisionism or similar developments 
that simply could not be imagined or implemented under the Nazi re-
gime. The Nazis had no humanist original project to invoke— no en-
lightened reservoir of betrayed libertarian hopes to be resurrected against 
the abominations of Hitlerism. A Khrushchev- style blow to Hitler’s mys-
tical cult is just not imaginable. The impact of Marxist revisionism and 
critical intellectuals can hardly be overestimated. The adventure of revi-
sionism led Communist intellectuals beyond the system denounced as 
the cult of personality. Critical Marxism turned into post- Marxism, and 
even to liberal anti- Marxism. From within, true believers found Lenin-
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ism wanting in its most powerful ambition, that of responding in a posi-
tively engaging way to the challenges of demo cratic modernity. As histo-
rian Vladimir Zubok argued, “The ethos of educated civic participation, 
re sis tance to the immorality of the communist regime, and belief in 
humane socialism was a feature common to the efforts of Rus sian, Pol-
ish, and Czech reformers and liberal- minded people of culture.”69 This 
growing common ground of civic empowerment and emancipation be-
came most obvious in 1968 and later in the echoes of the dissident 
movement in Western Eu rope. Apostasy appeared once the ideological 
fanat i cism of Communist regimes was denounced from within. Lenin-
ism, in contrast to Fascism, ultimately collapsed in Eu rope because it 
lost its quasi- religious, hierocratic credentials.
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chapter 1

Utopian Radicalism 
and Dehumanization

We must carry along with us 90 million out of the 100 
million of Soviet Rus sia’s inhabitants. As for the rest, we have 
nothing to say to them. They must be annihilated.

—Grigory Zinoviev, Severnaya kommuna, September 19, 1918

For man, therefore, who despite a corrupted heart yet 
possesses a good will, there remains hope of a return to the 
good from which he has strayed.

— Immanuel Kant, “Concerning the Indwelling of the Evil Principle 
with the Good, or, on the Radical Evil in Human Nature.”

In order to massacre them, it was necessary to proclaim that 
kulaks are not human beings. Just as the Germans proclaimed 
that Jews are not human beings. Thus did Lenin and Stalin: 
kulaks are not human beings. But that is a lie. They are 
people! They are human beings!

—Vassily Grossman, Forever Flowing

La relation dialectique entre communisme et fascisme est 
au centre des tragédies du siècle.

—François Furet, “Sur l’illusion communiste”

Understanding the meanings of the twentieth century is impossible if 
we do not acknowledge the uniqueness of the revolutionary left and 
right experiments in reshaping the human condition in the name of pre-
sumably inexorable historical laws. It was during that century that, using 
Leszek Kołakowski’s inspired term, “the Dev il incarnated himself in His-
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tory.” The ongoing debate on the nature and the legitimacy (or even ac-
ceptability) of comparisons (analogies) between the ideologically driven 
revolutionary tyrannies of the twentieth century (radical Communism, 
or rather, Leninism, or, as some prefer, Stalinism) on one hand and radi-
cal Fascism (or, more precisely, Nazism) on the other bear on the inter-
pretation of ultimate po liti cal evil and its impact on the human condi-
tion.1 In brief, can one compare two ideologies (and practices) inspired 
by essentially different visions of human nature, progress, and democ-
racy, without losing their differentia specifi ca, blurring important doctri-
nary but also axiological distinctions? Was the essential centrality of the 
concentration camp, the only “perfect society,” as Adam Michnik once 
put it, the horrifying common denominator between the two systems in 
their “highly effective” stage? (Zygmunt Bauman writes about our age 
as a “century of camps.”2) Was François Furet right in assuming that 
Communism’s heredity was to be detected in the post- Enlightenment 
search for mass democracy, whereas Fascism symbolized the very oppo-
site?3 Was Fascism, as Eugen Weber asserted, “a rival revolution” that 
saw Communism only as a “competitor for the foundation for power” 
(in the words of Jules Monnerot)?4

Comparisons between Communism and Fascism and between Stalin-
ism and Nazism are both useful and necessary. My comparative endeavor 
focuses on the common ground of these po liti cal movements, while also 
recognizing their crucial differences.5 Moreover, I agree with Timothy 
Snyder that “the Nazi and Stalinist systems must be compared, not so 
much to understand the one or the other but to understand our times 
and ourselves.”6 Communism and Fascism forged their own versions of 
modernity based on programs of radical change that advocated homog-
enization as well as social, economic, and cultural transformation pre-
supposing “the  wholesale renovation of the body of the people.”7 They 
 were both founded upon immanent utopias rooted in eschatological 
fervor. To put it differently, the ideological storms of the twentieth cen-
tury  were the expression of a contagious hubris of modernity. There-
fore, the lessons we learn by comparing and contrasting them have a 
universal, almost timeless meaning for any society that wants to avoid a 
disastrous descent into barbarity and genocidal forms of extermination. 
Contemporary dilemmas of a globalized world can only benefi t from 
examination of the disastrous fallacies of the past.
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The Leninist Mutation

Here it is important to highlight the point made by Claude Lefort and 
Richard Pipes: Leninism was a mutation in the praxis of social democ-
racy, not just a continuation of the “illuminist”- democratic legacies of 
socialism. Equally signifi cant, precisely because he insisted so much on 
the “causal nexus” and counterrevolutionary anguish and fears, German 
historian Ernst Nolte did not fully grasp the nature of Fascist anti- 
Bolshevism as a new type of revolutionary movement and ideology, a 
rebellion against the very foundations of Eu ro pe an modern civilization. 
Indeed, as Furet (and, earlier, Eugen Weber and George Lichtheim) in-
sisted, Fascism, in its radicalized, Nazi form, was not simply a reincarna-
tion of counterrevolutionary thinking and action.8 Nazism was more 
than just a reaction to Bolshevism, or to the cult of progress and the sen-
timental exaltation of abstract humanity symbolized by the proletariat. It 
was in fact something brand new, an attempt to renovate the world by 
getting rid of the bourgeoisie, the gold, the money, the parliaments, the 
parties, and all the other “de cadent,” “Judeo- plutocratic” elements. So 
Fascism was not a counterrevolution, as the Comintern ideologues main-
tained; rather it is itself a revolution. Or, to use Roger Griffi n’s more fi gu-
rative phrasing, “The arrow of time points not backwards but forwards, 
even when the archer looks over his shoulder for guidance where to aim.” 
According to the same author, Fascism was “a revolutionary form of 
nationalism. . . .  [T]he core myth that inspires this project is that only a 
populist, trans- class movement of purifying, cathartic national rebirth 
(palingenesis) can stem the tide of de cadence.”9 At stake is the reaction to 
the “system,” that is, to bourgeois- individualistic values, rights, and insti-
tutions. When Lenin disbanded the Constituent Assembly in January 
1918, he was sanctioning a long- held scorn for representative democracy 
and pop u lar sovereignty. The one- party system, emulated by Mussolini 
and Hitler, was thus invented as a new form of sovereignty that was con-
temptuous of individuals, fragmentation, deliberation, and dialogue. On 
January 6, 1918, celebrating the dissolution of pluralism, Pravda pub-
lished the following:

The hirelings of bankers, capitalists, and landlords, the allies of Kaledin, Du-
tov, the slaves of the American dollar, the backstabbers, the right- essers de-
mand in the Constitutional Assembly all power for themselves and their 
masters— enemies of the people. They pay lip ser vice to pop u lar demands for 
land, peace, and [worker] control, but in reality they tried to fasten a noose 
around the neck of socialist authority and revolution. But the workers, peas-
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ants, and soldiers will not fall for the bait of lies of the most evil of socialism. 
In the name of the socialist revolution and the socialist soviet republic they 
will sweep away its open and hidden killers.10

One of the most acerbic reactions to the decision by Vladimir Lenin, 
Leon Trotsky, Grigory Zinoviev, Nikolai Yakov Sverdlov, and their com-
panions to disband the remains of democracy in Rus sia came from the 
jailed Polish- German Marxist thinker Rosa Luxemburg in her manu-
script notes on the Rus sian Revolution. In his trilogy, Leszek Kołakowski 
quotes Luxemburg’s comment: “Freedom only for supports of the gov-
ernment, only for members of the single party, however numerous— this 
is not freedom. Freedom must always be for those who think differ-
ently.” Kołakowski accurately captured the thrust of Rosa Luxemburg’s 
criticism of Bolshevism:

Socialism was a live historical movement and could not be replaced by ad-
ministrative decrees. If public affairs  were not properly discussed they would 
become the province of a narrow circle of offi cials, and corruption would be 
inevitable. Socialism called for a spiritual transformation of the masses, and 
terrorism was no way to bring this about: there must be unlimited democ-
racy, a free public opinion, freedom of elections and the press, the right to 
hold meetings and form associations. Otherwise the only active part of soci-
ety would be bureaucracy: a small group of leaders who give orders, and the 
workers’ task would be applaud them. The dictatorship of the proletariat 
would be replaced by the dictatorship of a clique.11

The Eu ro pe an civil war did indeed take place in the twentieth cen-
tury, but its main stake was not the victory of Bolshevism over Nazism 
(or vice versa). It was rather their joint offensives against liberal moder-
nity.12 Both totalitarian movements  were intoxicated with “a state of ex-
pectancy induced by the intuitive certainty that an entire phase of history 
is giving way to a new one”— a mood of Aufbruch that became the ideo-
logical rationale for the totalist project to engineer reality.13 This explains 
the readiness of so many Communists to acquiesce in Soviet- Nazi com-
plicity, including the 1939 “nonaggression” pact: the radical militants 
saw the “de cadent” Western democracies as doomed to disappear, and 
they  were therefore willing to ally themselves with the equally antibour-
geois Fascists. This is not to say that anti- Fascism was just a propaganda 
device for the Comintern, or that anti- Marxism was not a central compo-
nent of National Socialism. The point is that the two movements  were 
essentially and unfl inchingly opposed to demo cratic values, institutions, 
and practices. German po liti cal thinker Karl Dietrich Bracher once mem-
orably stated that “totalitarian movements are the children of the age of 
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democracy.”14 In their most accomplished form, in the Soviet  Union 
and Germany, Leninism and Fascism represented “a ferocious attack on 
and a frightening alternative to liberal modernity.”15 Their simultane-
ous experiences situated them in “a ‘negative intimacy’ in the Eu ro pe an 
framework of ‘war and revolution’ ”16— a “mortal embrace”17 that in-
creased suffering and destruction to a level unpre ce dented in history.

In my view, clarifying these issues is enormously important for under-
standing the real po liti cal, moral, and cultural stakes of the post– Cold 
War order, an order that Ken Jowitt assumes to be “without Leninism,” 
but where Leninist and fundamentalist- primordialist legacies continue 
to haunt po liti cal memory and imagination. On the other hand, we live 
in a world in which not only do post- Communist specters keep resur-
facing, but where post- Fascist exclusionary delusions (and their practi-
cal consequences) are not fully extinct. The war between liberalism and 
its revolutionary opponents (and their nostalgia) is not over, and new 
varieties of extreme utopian politics should not be automatically re-
garded as impossible.

In a famous scene in his novel La condition humaine (translated into 
En glish as Man’s Fate), novelist André Malraux captured the great dream 
of twentieth- century Communism (or at least the romantic- heroic mo-
ments associated with what the French writer once called l’illusion 
lyrique, the lyrical illusion). The scene takes place in China, during the 
failed Communist insurrection of 1926. Captured by the Kuomintang, a 
Communist militant is asked what he fi nds so appealing in the cause he 
fi ghts for. The answer is “because Communism defends human dignity.” 
“And what is dignity?” asks the tormentor. “The opposite of humilia-
tion,” replies the true believer, shortly before his death. I know of many 
former Communists who joined the cause because of this extraordinary 
novel, which came out in the early 1930s.

For young Malraux, Communism was a story of purity and regenera-
tion that motivated a fanatical commitment to the still promising future 
and a visceral opposition to the real or imagined squalor of the old, dy-
ing order. In his memoirs, Arthur Koestler described the moral attraction 
of early Communism, comparing it to the asceticism and martyrdom of 
the fi rst Christians. But, Koestler hastened to add, in a few short de cades 
Communism declined from the heights of moral idealism to the horrors 
of the Borgias and the Inquisition. Yet even so lucid a critic of totalitari-
anism as Raymond Aron was not ready, until the last years of his life, to 
admit that Communism and Nazism  were equally criminal in their very 
systemic nature. In his infl uential book Démocratie et totalitarisme, 
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based on a course he delivered in 1957– 58, Aron pointed to a major 
distinction between the two totalitarian experiments, referring to “the 
idea that inspires each of the two undertakings: in one case the fi nal re-
sult is the labor camp, whereas in the other it is the gas chamber. In one 
case we deal with the will to construct the new man and possibly an-
other man by what ever means; in the other there is a literally demonic 
will to annihilate a pseudo- race.” Later, however, in his Memoirs, Aron 
renounced this distinction and wrote an unequivocal indictment of both 
systems as equally reprehensible: “I abhor Communism as much as I 
detest Nazism. The argument I once used to distinguish the class Mes-
sianism of the former from the race one advocated by the latter does not 
impress me anymore. The apparent universalism of Communism has 
become, in last analysis, a mystifi cation.”18 This was a harsh statement 
that many intellectuals and social activists today are still unready to en-
dorse. The explanation for this reluctance lies, in my view, in the endur-
ing mythologies of anti- Fascism, including those related to the Spanish 
Civil War, Communist participation in the re sis tance movements, and a 
failure to admit that Nazism was not the offspring but the entranced 
enemy of liberal capitalism.

The Myth of the Predestined Party

The party as the incarnation of historical rationality, with the revolu-
tionary avant- garde elected to lead the otherwise lethargic masses into 
the Communist paradise, was the hallmark of the Leninist intervention 
in the po liti cal praxis of the twentieth century. Without the party, there 
would be no Bolshevik revolution and no gulag, one can say. The myth 
of the party, more than the myth of the leader, explains the longevity and 
endurance of the Leninist project. The other side, the Fascists, while in-
voking the commands of historical providence, invested the ultimate 
center of power less in the institution than in the infallible “genius” of the 
leader. The party mattered, but there was never the same type of institu-
tional charismatic magnet that Leninist formations represented, particu-
larly in the case of Nazi Germany. In the case of Fascist Italy, when the 
charismatic leader was deposed in 1943, the party simply could not rein-
vent itself despite the fact that it successfully managed to reassert its au-
tonomy vis-à- vis the leader by way of the Fascist Grand Council.19 In It-
aly proper the party disintegrated, while in the Salo Republic (the part of 
the country under German control) Mussolini simply became a puppet 
in Hitler’s hands.20 Mussolini had lost the ability to perform the role of 
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“of a modern propheta who offered his followers a new ‘mazeway’ 
(world- view) to redeem the nation from chaos and lead it into a new era, 
one that drew on a mythicized past to regenerate the future.”21 Hitler’s 
myth was much more resilient. Ian Kershaw remarked that his person-
ality cult, as the nexus of “the social expectations and motivations in-
vested in him by his followers,”22 experienced a “slow defl ation rather 
than the swift puncture.”23

A note should be made  here regarding the possible difference between 
Italian Fascism and Nazism. As many scholars have already noted, in the 
German case the institutionalization of charisma was overshadowed by 
the “Führer principle.” Philippe Burrin stresses that in Nazi Germany 
politics  were fundamentally marked by “personalized power— in the 
double meaning of the term, centered around the person of Hitler and 
founded upon direct person- to- person relationships.” In his classic study, 
Karl Dietrich Bracher considered that “the creation of the system of ter-
ror and extermination and the functioning of the police and SS apparat-
chiks operating that system rested on this overturning of all legal and 
moral norms by a totalitarian leader principle which did not tolerate 
adherence to laws, penal code, or constitution but reserved to itself com-
plete freedom of action and decision- making. Po liti cal power was merely 
the executive of the Leader’s will.”24 Ian Kershaw’s fundamental analysis 
of the “Hitler myth” showed the leader as a po liti cal entity almost in de-
pen dent of the party, “the motor for integration, mobilization, and legiti-
mation within the Nazi system of rule.”25 In this sense, the attraction of 
the leader principle, for the case of Germany, comes closer rather to the 
Lenin cult in the Soviet  Union than to the cult of Stalin or Mussolini. 
Leaving aside its all- out religious aspects, Lenin’s cult took the form of a 
myth of the founding father as the infi nite source of ideological rebirth 
and sustenance for the Communist polity. And indeed the return to “true 
Leninist principles” repeatedly brought relief for the Soviet regime. The 
perpetuation and domination of a Khrushchevite understanding of post- 
Stalinist Communist systems allowed for the invocation of Lenin (the 
leader without sin, to paraphrase Kershaw) as safeguard of the original 
utopia, regardless of the latter’s terrible toll on the societies that enacted 
it. Only the consistent failure of such ideological, cultic revivals fi nally 
showed the obsolescence of the “Lenin myth,” which ultimately crum-
bled under its violent legacy.

In Mussolini’s Italy, Il Duce’s myth did not represent the rationale of 
the Fascist religion. In Gentile’s words, “It was created out of the collec-
tive experience of a movement that considered itself invested with a 
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missionary charisma of its own, one that was in fact not, in its begin-
nings, identifi ed with Mussolini. . . .  The Mussolini myth came into be-
ing within the environment of the Fascist religion once the latter had 
been institutionalized.”26 Italian Fascism enshrined the leader as an in-
stitution potentially in de pen dent of Mussolini. An Italian jurist contem-
porary to those times formulated the problem as follows: “If the new 
state is to become a permanent way of being, that is a ‘life- system,’ it 
cannot do without the role of the Leader because of its hierarchical 
structure, even if this Leader does not have the extraordinary magnitude 
of the Man who promoted the revolution in the fi rst place.”27 In 1934, 
the Sardinian born Fascist intellectual Edgardo Sullis published a book 
whose title echoed Thomas à Kempis, Il Duce— Imitatione de Mussolini, 
in which he urged the militants to pursue a po liti cal life totally dedicated 
to a radical transformation of society and themselves: “You should imi-
tate Mussolini alone. You should have no other example in life except 
him.”28 This “totalitarian Caesarism” (to use Gentile’s term), or hiero-
cratic Bonapartism, which allowed for the interchangeability of cha-
risma between the leader and the party is strikingly similar to the Soviet 
formula of the general secretary as the “Lenin of our times” (one often 
used in other Communist regimes as well). In fact, the struggle between 
Stalin and his arch- rival Trotsky revolved around the crucial question, 
Who can legitimately claim to be “today’s Lenin”?

The primary form of charisma, in the Soviet case, was that of the party 
as scientifi c socialism incarnate, the eschatological agent that stressed 
“the gap between the proletariat ‘in itself’ and the proletariat ‘for itself’ 
and the creation of an agent charged with closing this gap.”29 Even 
Stalin’s legitimacy, at the peak of the cult of personality, “in the eyes of 
his fellow party leaders rested in what they saw as his role of guaran-
tor of their collective power of the state.”30 As in Mussolini’s case,31 
Lenin remained the found er of Bolshevism, the head of the Soviet state 
(fi rst workers’ state), and the leader of the Soviet peoples. Under Stalin-
ism, “the fact that the party existed as a continuous, integrated hierar-
chy, which was institutionally and ideologically embedded in the 
 system, meant that it always existed as a resource for correcting and 
reining in the regime’s most extreme policies. The institutional conti-
nuity of the party provided the basis for self- containment.”32 Such a 
specifi c alignment allowed for successive Leninist reinventions and stag-
nations in both the Soviet  Union and Eastern Eu rope. One possible ex-
planation for the im mensely explosive impact of Nikita Khrushchev’s 
“Secret Speech” (February 1956) was, besides the classical remark about 
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the ac cep tance of fallibility in the implementation of the party line at 
the highest level of power, that the revealed crimes  were against the 
party. The Stalin myth irreversibly subverted the party’s “charismatic 
impersonalism” (in the words of Ken Jowitt).33 The bottom line is, for the 
moment, that both Fascism (in its Italian avatar) and Leninism had 
the possibility of charismatic regeneration built in regardless of the 
 leadership’s persona. What counted for true believers was the salvifi c 
promise incarnated in the party— the source of freedom through suc-
cessful experimentation with history. However, in the Italian case, such a 
revival of the party after Mussolini’s demise proved impossible because 
of the disastrous situation in which the country found itself as a result of 
the National Fascist Party’s shockingly incompetent administration of 
the war effort. Historian R. J. B. Bosworth noticed that even during the 
Salo Republic, “the new regime carefully avoided the word ‘Fascist,’ opt-
ing instead for ‘social’ as a signal of its revolutionary commitment to a 
‘new order’ at home and abroad.” The new Republica Sociale Italiana 
can be perceived as a desperate but doomed attempt to revive the heroic 
mission of Fascism in Italy.34

There was a major distinction between Communism and Fascism 
in identifying the place of charisma: Leninists worshipped the party (and 
the leader as the guarantor of the correct party line), whereas Fascists 
lionized the magnetic personality of a presumably infallible leader. This 
explains the enduring fascination with Communism among individuals 
who continued to believe in its promise of a new society and of social, 
economic, cultural, and po liti cal transformation, even after Khrushchev 
exposed Stalin’s abominable crimes. A lingering sentiment that there was 
after all something moral in Bolshevik utopianism, plus the exploitation 
of anti- Fascist emotions, led to a per sis tent failure to acknowledge the 
basic fact that, from its inception, Sovietism was a criminal system.

I vividly remember a conference in New York in October 1987, when 
statements by two dissidents (the Rus sian Eduard Kuznetsov and the 
Romanian Dorin Tudoran) about Communism as a “criminal civiliza-
tion” provoked an angry response from Mihailo Markovic, the Yugo-
slavian critical Marxist who in the late 1990s became the main ideologue 
of the Miloševic regime. Simply put, to document and condemn the besti-
ality of the Nazis was acceptable, but to focus on analogous atrocities 
perpetrated by the radical Left appeared as primitive anti- Communism. 
Albert Camus once summarized the moral perplexity provoked by such a 
consistent barrage of ideologically motivated prejudice: “When I demand 
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justice, I seem to be asking for hate.”35 The revolutions of 1989 and the 
collapse of the Soviet  Union in 1991 changed the situation. The Soviet 
bloc’s efforts to create the City of God  here and now, the search for the 
perfect society, turned out to be an abysmal disaster. The record sheet of 
these regimes was one of absolute failure, eco nom ical ly, po liti cally, and 
morally. It is high time for their victims to be remembered. Norman Nai-
mark has formulated a priority for historical scholarship: “In the fi nal 
analysis, both totalitarian states—Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia— 
were perpetrators of genocide, the ‘crime of crimes.’ In spite of the fall of 
the Soviet  Union and the attendant greater access to information, we 
know much more about the Nazi atrocities than we do about the So-
viet ones, and about those who initiated, or ga nized, and carried them 
out. The crucial issue of intentionality and criminal culpability in the So-
viet case can only be settled defi nitively with full access to Rus sian ar-
chives and to those responsible, who still survive.”36 Such conceptualiza-
tion should be extended to the period of “High Stalinism” in China, 
Albania, Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria (1949– 1953), and even the 
genocidal terrorism of the Pol Pot regime in Cambodia. In each of these 
cases one can see how the per sis tence of the will to sacrifi ce entire sec-
tions of society on the altar of the po liti cal myth materialized in a large- 
scale commitment to violence.37

The comparative evaluation and memory of Communism and Fas-
cism  were undeniably marked, mediated, and instrumentalized by the 
tradition of anti- Fascism in the West. At the root of this fundamental 
intellectual and public ethos lay a fl awed and guilty interpretation of 
the Communist past. The latter was defi ned, on the one hand, by si-
lence, partiality, or ignorance regarding the crimes and dictatorship of 
Leninist party- states, and on the other hand, by the diffi culty of separat-
ing anti- Fascism from the imperialist propaganda of the Soviet  Union 
during the twentieth century (or China, and their various satellites). The 
case of the Spanish Civil War remains paradigmatic for the entire history 
of anti- Fascism. François Furet gave an excellent characterization of the 
grievous misrepre sen ta tion that engendered this tradition: “Communist 
antifascism had two faces, neither of which happened to be demo cratic; 
the fi rst face that of solidarity, which had ennobled so many soldiers, 
perpetually concealed the pursuit of power and the confi scation of lib-
erty.” Anti- Fascism functioned for most of its existence on the principle 
that cohesion had to be defended at all costs, even if this meant, to para-
phrase Francis Ponge, taking the party out of things (the original coinage 
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is “le parti pris des choses”). In Furet’s words, “In the hour of the Great 
Terror, Bolshevism reinvented itself as liberty by virtue of a negation.”38

Subsequently, anti- Fascism was put in the situation of always turning 
out to be a mere rhetoric of democracy and freedom. It harbored “exis-
tential untruths” (to use Diner’s term), which it consistently failed to ad-
dress because of its unfl inching dedication to the Communist (i.e., Soviet) 
core ideology. Anti- Fascism therefore acquired a split personality: “It en-
compassed the totalitarian satraps of Eastern Eu rope as well as the po liti-
cal cosmos of the Western Eu ro pe an Left from 1945 well into the 
1970s.”39 Its proponents (and nowadays its survivors) adopted a he-
gemonic pretense to socialist utopia’s innocence in utter disregard of 
the criminality of the utopia in power. This anti- Fascist monopoly over 
the past “affl icted the very past itself.”40

The anti- Fascist promise failed because of its umbilical connection to 
the Moscow center. It is diffi cult, therefore, to agree with historian Geoff 
Eley, who stated that the 1943– 47 moment of anti- Fascist unity lost out 
because of “the sharpening tensions between the Soviet  Union and 
United States. . . .  [A]nd as Stalin hauled the communist parties back to 
a language of soviets and proletarian dictatorship, this sanctifying of 
parliamentarianism once again became a key marker of divisions on the 
left.”41 It failed because of the true nature of the Communist parties and 
of their leader, Stalin’s Communist Party (CPSU). It failed because it ac-
cepted the same contract of silence, the one it endorsed during the Great 
Terror, regarding the Zhdanovist offensive and the already sweeping So-
vietization of some Eastern Eu ro pe an countries (for example, the exter-
mination camps and mass executions in Bulgaria between 1944 and 
1947).42 Zhdanovism should not be reduced to simply meaning the 
“two- camp theory” spelled out by Stalin’s fi rst lieutenant in September 
1947 at the founding conference of the Information Bureau of the Com-
munist and Workers’ Parties (Cominform).43 When referring to the times 
of Zhdanov (zhdanovshchina), we think of the debate around offi cial 
phi los o pher Georgi Aleksandrov’s History of West Eu ro pe an Philosophy 
and the condemnation of Anna Akhmatova (slandered as driven by “a 
sex- crazed mystic longing for Catherine’s good old days”) and Mikhail 
Zoshchenko.44 These key moments of the immediate aftermath of the 
Second World War triggered in the USSR (and, by default, in the Soviet 
satellite countries) a new wave of terroristic frenzy under the guise of 
anticosmopolitanism and ideological remobilization. These domestic dy-
namics preceded the inception of the Cold War. Also, one should not 
forget the execution and imprisonment of millions of Soviet citizens 
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scattered across Hitler’s Reich (POWs, individuals used as forced labor 
by the Nazis, or concentration camp inmates) upon their forced return by 
the Allies to the USSR. Postwar Soviet  Union was the antithesis of free-
dom and democracy; it was indeed “a world built on slavery.”45 After 
surveying the existent data, Timothy Snyder concludes that “there  were 
never more Soviet citizens in the Gulag than in the years after the war; 
indeed, the number of Soviet citizens in the camps and special settlements 
increased every year from 1945 until Stalin’s death.”46 With such a sys-
tem spearheading the anti- Fascist movement, there was no chance for 
any renewal of the Left.47 But after the defeat of Hitler, anti- Fascism was 
entrenched as politicized will, feeding on its own self- righteousness, 
thrusting blindly forward in a frenzied activism. It thus only worsened a 
pre- existing fascination with Stalin’s “Great Experiment.” In this context, 
as Sydney Hook remarked, “Intellectual integrity became the fi rst victim 
of po liti cal enthusiasm.”48

To come back to my earlier argument, the comparison between Com-
munism and Fascism has been fundamentally tainted, intellectually and 
scholarly, both by the claim of the original innocence of Leninism (or the 
so- called ultimately humane and positive Communist utopia)49 and by 
anti- Fascism’s long- standing, resounding failure to denounce the mur-
derousness and illiberality of Communist regimes. Additionally, the ex-
perience of the Second World War in various Western countries, with its 
violence, collaboration, treason, and often limited re sis tance to the Fas-
cist occupier, left a muddled vision of justice. For example, in the case of 
postwar France, Tony Judt demonstrated convincingly that “the absence 
of any consensus about justice— its meaning, its forms, its application— 
contributed to the confused and inadequate response of French intel-
lectuals to the evidence of injustice elsewhere, in Communist systems 
especially.”50

Nevertheless, I consider legitimate the questions raised by historian 
Anson Rabinbach on the legacy of a tradition that is part and parcel of 
the present Eu ro pe an identity: “Is it possible to go beyond a confronta-
tion between antifascism as a state- sponsored myth mobilized to dis-
guise the crimes of the ‘fi rst’ (Soviet) antifascist regime, and antifascism 
as a necessary and heroic moment in the history of the West’s re sis tance 
to totalitarianism in its fi rst phase? Can we come to a different judgment 
than the mutually exclusive perspectives of 1936 and 1989?”51 My an-
swer, and the discussion that follows serves as an example, is positive, in 
the sense that the reassessment of the history of the twentieth century’s 
totalitarianisms provides us with lessons and values for the safeguard of 
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democracy and freedom on both the left and the right. Anti- Fascism and 
anti- Communism are logical reactions to the experiences and realities 
of a ravaged century.52

The Black Book of Communism and Its Impact

One of the most important moments for the reevaluation of the role 
played by Communism (as both an ideology and a regime type) was the 
publication of The Black Book of Communism and the subsequent de-
bates (in France, Germany, the United States, and so on) generated by 
this volume and its theses both in the public sphere and among aca-
demics. The book initially came out to an enormous success in France, 
where it sold over 200,000 copies. Its Italian and German translations 
also became best sellers. The publication of the book in East- Central 
Eu rope led to endless polemics and discussions regarding the responsibil-
ity for, complicity with, and consequences of Communist crimes. What 
The Black Book of Communism succeeded in demonstrating is that 
Communism in its Leninist version (and, one must recognize, this has 
been the only successful application of the original dogma) was from the 
outset inimical to individual rights and human freedom. As Martin Malia 
stated in the foreword to the American edition: “The communist regimes 
did not just commit criminal acts (all states do on occasion); they  were 
criminal enterprises in their very essence: on principle, so to speak, they 
all ruled lawlessly, by violence, and without regard for human life.”53 In 
spite of its overblown rhetoric about emancipation from oppression and 
necessity, the leap into the kingdom of freedom announced by the 
founding fathers turned out to be an experiment in ideologically driven, 
unbounded social engineering.54 The very idea of an in de pen dent judi-
ciary was rejected as “rotten liberalism.” The party defi ned what was le-
gal and what was not: as in Hitler’s Germany, where the heinous 1935 
Nuremberg Laws  were a legal fi ction dictated by Nazi racial obsessions, 
Bolshevism from the outset subordinated justice to party interests. For 
Lenin, the dictatorship of the proletariat was rule by force and unre-
stricted by any law. His famous reply to Kautsky speaks volumes about 
the true ethos of his ideology: “The revolutionary dictatorship of the 
proletariat is rule won and maintained through the use of violence by the 
proletariat against the bourgeoisie, rule that is unrestricted by any laws.”55

The class enemy had to be weeded out and destroyed without any 
mercy. Andrei Vyshinsky, Stalin’s hysterical prosecutor in the Moscow 
show trials of the 1930s, carried this macabre logic to its ultimate con-

  



Utopian Radicalism and Dehumanization  |  31

sequences when he made the defendants’ confessions the main argu-
ment for sentencing them to death. In other words, the presumption of 
innocence was replaced by a universalized presumption of guilt. As for 
the rhetoric of hatred, comparable to Goebbels’s most insanely infl am-
matory speeches, this passage is worth quoting:

Shoot these rabid dogs! Death to this gang who hide their ferocious teeth, 
their ea gle claws, from the people! Down with that vulture Trotsky, from 
whose mouth a bloody venom drips, putrefying the great ideals of Marxism! 
Let’s put these liars out of harm’s way, these miserable pygmies who dare to 
dance around rotting carcasses! Down with these abject animals! Let us put 
an end once and for all to these miserable hybrids of foxes and pigs, these 
stinking corpses! Let their horrible squeals fi nally come to an end! Let’s ex-
terminate the mad dogs of capitalism, who want to tear to pieces the fl ower 
of our new Soviet nation! Let’s push the bestial hatred they bear to our lead-
ers back down their throats!56

Both totalitarianisms “believed in the ubiquity of malefi cent adversaries.” 
Both defi ned their enemies on the basis of their potential for blocking the 
realization of the perfect community. Their obsession with eliminating all 
“objective enemies” on the road to the promised land led fi rst to the re-
placement of “the suspected offense by the possible crime” (Hannah 
Arendt), and then to an all- out fi xation on universal conspiracies.57

Utopian ideals  were used to legitimize the worst abuses against “ob-
jective” enemies, defi ned only in connection with the interests of a self- 
appointed revolutionary vanguard and the leader’s fi xations. In Nazi 
Germany, Hitler’s Aryan- centered cosmology hyperbolized the imagi-
nary Jew as simultaneously the or ga niz er of market exploitation and the 
fomenter of Marxist attempts to overthrow it.58 The mythology of the 
Judeo- Bolshevik and Judeo- plutocratic plot thrived in the anti- Semitic 
visions of the East and Central Eu ro pe an Far Right (later to reemerge in 
post– World War II Stalinist anti- Semitism).59 Paranoia regarding infi ltra-
tions, subversion, and treason have been enduring features of all Com-
munist po liti cal cultures, from Rus sia and China to Romania and Yugo-
slavia. Leninist parties offi cially playing the demo cratic parliamentary 
game (in France and Italy after World War II)  were no less intolerant of 
deviation from the orthodox line than similar formations in power (with 
the difference that they could not physically liquidate alleged spies and 
agents). Lenin once famously declared that “an or ga ni za tion of real revo-
lutionaries will stop at nothing to rid itself of an unworthy member.”60

Perhaps the best book to read for understanding the nature and 
meaning of Leninism remains Dostoyevsky’s novel Demons. The great 
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Rus sian writer and political- religious thinker grasped the ominous con-
sequences of nihilistic, extremist revolutionary actions undertaken by 
ecstatic apostles of universal liberation.61 Indeed, the chapter on Rus sia 
in The Black Book as well as Martin Malia’s foreword show how Bol-
shevism had deep roots in the culture of apocalyptical extremism of the 
Rus sian revolutionary intelligentsia. Its morality was embodied only in 
the “solid, united discipline and conscious mass struggle against the ex-
ploiters” (Lenin). There is only a small step from such destructive dedi-
cation to criminal single- mindedness. In August 1919, the organ of the 
Cheka, Krasnyi Metch, provided a vision of red horizons for humanity 
under the impact of the Great October Revolution: “For us everything is 
permitted, for we are the fi rst in the world to wield the sword not to op-
press and enslave, but to liberate mankind from its chains. . . .  Blood? 
Let blood fl ow!”62 This is the very essence of Leninism as a totalitarian 
movement: the conviction that it was building a new civilization, that it 
was the repository for the discrimination between good and evil, the in-
terpreter of a new truth.63

There was no spectacular revelation in The Black Book: after all, 
what ever has emerged from the secret archives of the former Soviet bloc 
countries is just a confi rmation of the long- held view that Communists 
everywhere engaged in revolutionary civil war to accomplish the total 
transformation of man, economy, society, and culture. What was origi-
nal was the comprehensive and systematic analysis and interpretation 
of the crimes and repressions associated with Leninist practices in the 
twentieth century. I commend the nuanced analyses of differences be-
tween stages and countries: Poland and Hungary, especially after Stalin’s 
death,  were not exactly totalitarian. After all, the Hungarian revolution 
was initiated by a group of anti- Stalinist reform Communists. There 
should have been deeper analysis of the Leninist experience in East Ger-
many, including a discussion of currently available data concerning the 
infamous Stasi universe of fear and intimidation. As a  whole, however, 
the fundamental merit of the Black Book of Communism, which set the 
tone for future discussion, was its endeavor to restore the public mem-
ory of Communism’s crimes and to oppose revisionist efforts aimed at 
excusing the Communist vision, if not the practices. The volume showed 
that, as Michael Scammell excellently pointed out, “what matters is that 
we understand the entirety of this century’s terrible history. . . .  As a civi-
lization we are obliged to come to terms with that truth [Commu-
nism’s criminality], and admit our share of culpability, and draw correct 
conclusions.”64
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The authors of the Black Book succeeded in assembling enough infor-
mation to construct a big picture that maybe for the fi rst time made an 
undeniable case that the scale of the crimes against humanity committed 
by Communist regimes do matter. Despite arguments to the contrary, 
Communism should not and cannot be studied just like other important 
events in world history.65 What is unfortunate, and some of Courtois’ 
controversial introductory statements can be explained on this basis, is 
that it took too long to learn that “in the sorry story of our century, Com-
munism and Nazism are, and always  were, morally indistinguishable.” 
Indeed, as Tony Judt states, this rather belatedly consensual epiphany 
“justifi es a complete recasting and rewriting of the history of our times.”66

The book came out in France in 1997 and generated tremendous 
polemics, especially in such publications as Le Monde, Le Débat, and 
Commentaire. It was published at a time when the French intelligentsia 
had passionately discussed the mystifying appeals of Communism, as 
explored by the late François Furet in his masterful Le passé d’une illu-
sion. Statements that  were considered acceptable coming from Furet, 
one of the most respected and highly infl uential French historians, 
sounded outrageous to many former leftist intellectuals when presented 
in a very provocative formulation by the editor of the Black Book, Sté-
phane Courtois, in his introduction. Initially, the introduction was to be 
written by Furet himself, but when he passed away, Courtois, the editor 
of the journal Communisme, wrote a text that managed to irritate many 
French historians, po liti cal scientists, and journalists.67 Within a po liti cal 
and academic culture in which the radical Left had long exerted an inor-
dinate infl uence (one may even use the term hegemony), Courtois’ blunt 
and not always very balanced statements regarding the inherent (and, 
for him, morally mandatory) comparability of Communism and Fascism 
 were perceived as po liti cally charged, a mere simulation of a thorough-
going historical approach. Furthermore, scholars like Annette Wieworka 
accused Courtois of an attempt to use this comparison to make Com-
munism look worse than Nazism (at least in terms of the number of 
victims).68 Two contributors, Nicolas Werth and Jean- Louis Margolin, 
decided to dissociate themselves publicly from the main theses of the 
introduction.

The main problems with Courtois’ introduction  were a fi xation on 
fi gures and a failure to highlight not only similarities but also signifi cant 
distinctions between Communist and Nazi systems of mass terror and 
extermination. Courtois opened the door to a practice that continues to 
haunt discussions about the criminality of Communism, especially in the 
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former Soviet bloc: “an international competition for martyrdom” (in 
the words of Timothy Snyder). Courtois and others who amplifi ed his 
model of analysis seemed to believe that “more killing would bring more 
meaning.” Indeed, one of the central risks incumbent in the comparison 
between Fascism and Communism is that it can unleash, if its stakes are 
gaining the upper hand in a competition over round numbers of victims, 
what Snyder called “martyrological imperialism.” And indeed, as “mil-
lions of ghosts of people who never lived”69 are released in various coun-
tries’ cultures, the memory of radical evil offers no meaning except for 
rationalizations in the ser vice of national politics and discourses of his-
torical entitlement.

In comparing the number of victims under Communist regimes (be-
tween 85 and 100 million) to the number of people who perished under 
or because of Nazism (25 million), Courtois downplayed a few crucial 
facts. In this respect, some of his critics  were not wrong. First, as an 
expansionist global phenomenon, Communism lasted between 1917 and 
the completion of The Black Book (think of North Korea, China, Cuba, 
and Vietnam, where it is still alive, if not well). National Socialism 
lasted from 1933 to 1945. Second, we simply do not know what price 
Nazism would have taken in victims had Hitler won the war. The logi-
cal hypothesis (supported by evidence such as the differences between 
how the Nazis implemented the day- to- day occupation of Poland and 
how they occupied Holland) is that not only Jews and Gypsies but also 
millions of Slavs and other “racially unfi t” individuals would have died. 
According to Ian Kershaw, “The General Plan for the east commissioned 
by Himmler envisaged the deportation over the subsequent years of 32 
million persons, mainly Slavs, beyond the Urals and into Western Sibe-
ria.”70 And, as the plan for resettling Jews has shown, such designs  were 
themselves genocidal. Christopher Browning and Lewis Siegelbaum ex-
cellently summarized, for Nazi Germany, the core post- 1941 identitarian 
mutation that created the potential for cumulative, irradiating racial ex-
terminism: “The Nazi assertion of German identity as the ‘master race’ 
meant the destruction of both the freedom and the identity of those 
whom they ruled. Victory and empire completed the transition of the 
Volksgemeinschaft from the restoration illusion of a unifi ed community 
of the German people to the Nazi vision of a racial community waging 
eternal struggle— a Kampfgemeinschaft.”71 As for the po liti cal opponents 
of Hitler’s reign of terror, suffi ce it to remember Dachau, Buchenwald, 
and Sachsenhausen.
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Third, in the case of Communism one can identify an inner dynamic 
that contrasted the original promises to the sordidly criminal practices. 
In other words, there was a search for reforms, and even for socialism 
with a human face, within the Communist world, but such a thing would 
have been unthinkable under Nazism. The chasm between theory and 
practice, or at least between the moral- humanist Marxian (or socialist) 
creed, and the Leninist or Stalinist (or Maoist, or Khmer Rouge) experi-
ments was more than an intellectual fantasy. Furthermore, whereas Sovi-
etism and Nazism  were equally scornful of traditional morality and legal-
ity in their drive to eliminate enemies, one needs to remember that for 
Lenin and his followers “re- education,” cruel and humiliating as it was, 
could offer at least some chance for survival for either the class enemy or 
their offspring. Diaries, letters, transcripts of inquiry commissions, and 
other public and private transcripts have shown the extent to which 
“speaking Bolshevik” (Kotkin) or becoming “ordinary Stalinists” (Figes) 
could become a mechanism on social (re)integration. In the words of an 
author who has extensively dealt with this issue:

The road to Communist conversion, signifi cantly narrowed during the era of 
sweeping purges, to be sure, always remained negotiable, though it could be 
very diffi cult indeed. The fact that a successful manipulation of the offi cial 
discourse enabled at least a few to clear their names by distancing them-
selves from convicted family members points to the importance of the volun-
tarist kernel in Communism. The right to petition, to write a complaint 
protesting one’s innocence, all this while using public language, did not dis-
appear even during the worst days of the Great Purge. Neither class back-
ground nor national origins  were an insurmountable obstacle.72

This was not the case with the Nazi treatment of the Jews. As Tony Judt 
puts it, “If we are not to wallow in helpless despair when it comes to 
explaining why it came to this, we must keep in view a crucial analytical 
contrast: there is a difference between regimes that exterminate people 
in the inhuman pursuit of an arbitrary objective and those whose objec-
tive is extermination itself.”73 For the Nazis, and for Hitler in par tic u lar, 
the demonization of the Jews, and implicitly their excision, was part and 
parcel of the regime’s millenarian vision of national salvation.74 Hitler 
described himself in July 1941 as “the Robert Koch of politics.” The 
Nazi dictator further explained the comparison: “He [Koch] found the 
bacillus of tuberculosis and through that showed medical scholarship 
new ways. I discovered the Jews as the bacillus and ferment of all social 
decomposition. Their ferment. And I have proved one thing: that a state 
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can live without Jews; that the economy, culture, art,  etc. can exist with-
out Jews and indeed better. That is the worst blow dealt to the Jews.”75

The most important pitfall of Courtois’ introduction is the fact that, 
by often turning a blind eye to these differences, his explanation for the 
fl awed anamnesis regarding Communism’s criminality opened the door 
to dubious interpretations. He stated that “after 1945 the Jewish geno-
cide became a byword for modern barbarism, the epitome of twentieth- 
century mass terror. After initially disputing the unique nature of the 
persecution of the Jews by the Nazis, the communists soon grasped the 
benefi ts involved in immortalizing the Holocaust as a way of rekindling 
antifascism on a more systematic basis. . . .  More recently, a single- 
minded focus on the Jewish genocide in an attempt to characterize the 
Holocaust as a unique atrocity has also prevented an assessment of other 
episodes of comparable magnitude in the Communist world.”76 This is at 
best a distortion. As Tony Judt, Ian Kershaw, Jürgen Kocka, and other 
prominent historians have shown, it was only after 1970, or even after 
1980, that the Holocaust became a central topic in the analysis and un-
derstanding of the Third Reich. The diffi culties related to a recognition of 
Communist mass crimes are due to the long de cades of state- controlled 
information in those countries, the belatedness of archival openings, and 
the ner vous reaction of left- wing circles in Western Eu rope (especially in 
France, Greece, and Spain) to what they decry as a po liti cal instrumen-
talization of the past.

There  were two types of reaction to Courtois’ argument. Reviewers 
such as Scammell, Judt, Bartov, and Herf admitted that he was justifi ed 
to a certain extent. Jeffrey Herf, for example, argued that “despite some 
important exceptions, Courtois has a point: In Western academia, schol-
ars who chose to focus on the crimes of communism  were and remain a 
minority and face the career- blocking danger of being labeled as right- 
wingers.”77 But, as Scammel and Judt pointed out, this is not a reason 
for imposing a choice between “our memory of Auschwitz and our 
memory of the Gulag, because history has mandated that we remember 
them both.”78 The Black Book builds a successful and convincing case 
for the equation between Communism and radical evil, thus placing it in 
the same category as Fascism. And most recently, this position has been 
endorsed in the Parliamentary Assembly of the Or ga ni za tion for Secu-
rity and Co- operation in Eu rope (OSCE) and discussed in the EU Par-
liament, during the pre sen ta tion of the Prague Declaration (signed by, 
among others, Václav Havel, Joachim Gauck, and Vytautas Landsber-
gis). For example, the OSCE’s “Resolution on Divided Eu rope Re united: 
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Promoting Human Rights and Civil Liberties in the OSCE Region in 
the Twenty- fi rst Century” states:

Noting that in the twentieth century Eu ro pe an countries experienced two 
major totalitarian regimes, Nazi and Stalinist, which brought about genocide, 
violations of human rights and freedoms, war crimes and crimes against hu-
manity, acknowledging the uniqueness of the Holocaust . . .  The OSCE Parlia-
mentary Assembly reconfi rms its united stand against all totalitarian rule from 
what ever ideological background . . .  Urges the participating States: a. to con-
tinue research into and raise public awareness of the totalitarian legacy; b. to 
develop and improve educational tools, programs and activities, most notably 
for younger generations, on totalitarian history, human dignity, human rights 
and fundamental freedoms, pluralism, democracy and tolerance; . . .  Expresses 
deep concern at the glorifi cation of the totalitarian regimes.79

Under the circumstances, one can hardly see the point in trying, as Cour-
tois seemed to do (setting the tone for further rationalizations by others 
in later years), to appropriate the image of ultimate evil. His argument 
was turned into cannon fodder by those who wished to dismiss The 
Black Book altogether. French journalist Nicolas Weil emphatically de-
clared at the time that the book was “an ideological war machine against 
the theory of the Shoah’s uniqueness” which “minimized the memory of 
the brown period.”80 One cannot agree with such po liti cal coloring of the 
Black Book, but the volume did indeed generate a war of numbers, 
words, and memories that sometimes, especially in Eastern and Central 
Eu rope, had direct or indirect negationist and normalizing tonalities. 
An implicit causal relationship was established between remembering 
Jewish suffering and “forgetting” the pain of others, thus setting up a 
new wave of anti- Semitism in the public sphere.81

The comparison between Communism and Nazism had been long 
sensitive in Rus sian, East Eu ro pe an, and Western analyses. Courtois 
pointed to the disturbing writings of Vassily Grossman, the author of 
the novel Life and Fate, a masterpiece of twentieth- century literature 
(and coauthor with Ilya Ehrenburg, in the aftermath of World War II, of 
The Black Book of Nazi Crimes against Soviet Jews, a terrifying report 
that the Stalinists banned).82 Both in that novel and in his shorter book 
Forever Flowing, Grossman insisted that the Stalinist destruction of the 
kulaks was fundamentally analogous to Nazi genocidal politics against 
groups considered racially inferior. The persecution and extermination 
of the Jews was as much a consequence of ideological tenets held sacred 
by the Nazi zealots as the destruction of the kulaks during Stalinist col-
lectivization campaigns. One author with extensive knowledge of the 
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Soviet archives argued, “It seems that Stalin and his henchmen believed 
in irredeemable, hopeless individuals who had to be eliminated no less 
than Hitler did.”83

Constructing the Enemy

Millions of human lives  were destroyed as a result of the conviction that 
the sorry state of mankind could be corrected if only the ideologically 
designated “vermin”  were eliminated. This ideological drive to purify 
humanity was rooted in the scientistic cult of technology and the fi rm 
belief that History (always capitalized) had endowed the revolutionary 
elites (of extreme left or extreme right) with the mission to get rid of the 
“superfl uous populations” (as Hannah Arendt put it). Communist re-
gimes tried to permanently excise the segments of the society that it 
designated as potentially inimical to the realization of utopia. And, as 
Gerlach and Werth showed in the case of the Soviet  Union, “the more 
defi ned and precise the Bolsheviks’ envisioned order became, the greater 
the number of those that  were forcibly excluded from it.” In like manner, 
they created “a world of enemies, and ultimately there was no other so-
lution to the threat that these imagined enemies posed than their total 
physical annihilation.” In this sense, the two authors conclude by stating 
that “mass terror was a Soviet variant of the ‘fi nal solution.’ ”84 Historian 
Eric Weitz’s concept of racialization falls in the same category. He consid-
ered it useful in explaining the way Soviet authorities alternated the des-
ignation of population categories subjected to terror with direct conse-
quences regarding their imprisonment, execution, deportation, and so on: 
“It helps capture the malleability of assigned identities, how groups per-
ceived as nations or classes can, in specifi c historical circumstances, come 
to be viewed as so utterly distinct from the dominant groups that only the 
term race captures the im mense divide that is created. And the term also 
captures how, in different circumstances, populations can become ‘de- 
racialized,’ as happened offi cially to many of the purged nationalities af-
ter Josef Stalin’s death.”85

Weitz’s approach is just another entry on the long list of scholars who 
attempted to make sense of “the cycles of violence” (in the words of 
Nicolas Werth) that became the norm in the Soviet  Union. At this point, 
it became increasingly diffi cult to ignore the fact that there was an “em-
barrassing uniformity in the means to salvation advocated by the Nazis 
and the Communists, namely science (and the practices of reshaping the 
bodies politic accordingly).86 The crux of the matter was that in the So-
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viet  Union (as for other Communist regimes) the population was or ga-
nized based on criteria of exclusion and disenfranchisement according 
to the ideological imperatives and developmental tasks set up by the 
party. As Golfo Alexopoulos states, “In the Soviet  Union, there  were citi-
zens and there  were citizens.” As in Nazi Germany, citizenship rights in-
creasingly morphed into a boundary between belonging and criminaliza-
tion, between “the national self and the enemy others,” an indicator of 
friends and foes.87 The principle of the elect that was at the core of the 
Leninist theory of the historical subject realizing utopia was refl ected in 
citizenship laws. Those deemed unworthy to hold and exercise the rights 
assigned to the Soviet body politic  were disenfranchised, which in the 
case of Communist polities equaled de facto denaturalization and 
statelessness. Moreover, during certain periods in the evolution of these 
regimes, this rightlessness became an inherited disease. Under Stalin, “the 
deprivation of rights extended to entire kin groups, as family units  were 
often punished collectively. The Stalinist state viewed enemies of various 
kinds as defi ned by ties of kinship; thus entire families lost their rights as 
a group. Class enemies (Nepmen, traders, kulaks, lishentsy) and so- called 
‘enemies of the people,’ as well as enemy nations (Germans, Poles, Kore-
ans, Greeks, Chinese)— both Soviet citizens and foreign subjects— were 
rounded up as kin groups. The disloyalty of the fathers was thought to be 
passed down to the sons. Both rightlessness and statelessness became in-
herited traits.”88

If one associates such fi ndings with analyses of the camps’ population 
profi le or with the nature of terror and victims of mass violence under 
Communist regimes (such as those provided by the authors of The Black 
Book), then the notion of “class genocide” advanced by Stéphane Cour-
tois (Dan Diner uses the term sociocide) gains considerable weight. The 
victimization, imprisonment, and even execution of “kin groupings” 
based on a blanket, inheritable identity exclusively and commonly ap-
plied to all its members comes asymptotically close to the type of violence 
presupposed by the concept of genocide, as it is internationally defi ned.89 
At times in the history of almost all Communist regimes (what Stephen 
Kotkin called “re- revolutionizing the revolution”),90 there are distinct 
stretches of perpetrating genocide against their subject populations. The 
crucial difference from Nazism, however, is that these practices  were built 
into the system by consequence.91 Even if one agrees with Halfi n that 
“because guilt in the Soviet  Union was always a personal concept, the 
victim died not as an anonymous number but as a concrete individual 
convicted for specifi c actions,”92 deterministic victimhood did become a 
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state norm under Communism. Even the internal debates within the Bol-
shevik party ruling circles testify to this point.

In 1945, chief ideologue Andrei Zhdanov criticized automatic purges 
based on class origin: “The ‘biological’ approach to people is very wide-
spread among us, when the existence of some not entirely ‘con ve nient’ 
relatives or other, frequently long dead, is made a criterion of the po liti-
cal loyalty of a worker. Such ‘biologists,’ producing their distinctive 
theory of ‘inheritance,’ try to look at living communists through a mag-
nifying glass.” Even Stalin, in the statement signaling his retreat from 
the Great Terror, admitted in 1938 the practice of indiscriminate mass 
purges (which at the time had harrowing consequences for those sub-
jected to them): “It is time to understand that Bolshevik vigilance con-
sists in essence in the ability to unmask the enemy regardless of how 
clever and cunning he may be, irrespective of how he adorns himself, 
and not in indiscriminate or ‘on the off- chance’ expulsions [from the 
party], by the tens and hundreds, of everyone who comes within reach.”93 
The very notion of revolutionary vigilance treaded a thin line between 
exclusion and physical elimination. At the point of the radicalization of 
revolutionary utopia in action, the obsession of Lenin and Stalin (and 
for that matter other Communist dictators) with cleaning and purifying 
the “human garden,” Communism’s focus on excision, transmogrifi ed 
into extermination.94

Arguments for Comparisons

As a matter of principle, the comparison between Nazism and Commu-
nism strikes me as both morally and scholarly justifi able, at least because 
we can see enough similar as well as dissimilar elements to justify such a 
comparison. To deny this comparison (which after all inspired one of the 
great works of po liti cal and moral philosophy of the twentieth century, 
Hannah Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism, and was developed not by 
right- wingers but by such demo cratic socialists as the Mensheviks) is a 
proof of self- imposed intellectual narrow- mindedness.95 Michael Scam-
mell emphasized that “we cannot choose between our memory of Aus-
chwitz and our memory of the Gulag, because history has mandated that 
we remember them both.”96 Scholars are not judges, and the confusion 
between these two roles can make some scholars oblivious to important 
distinctions. Comparison serves the work of understanding when it is 
used to highlight both similarities and differences.
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François Furet insisted in his correspondence with Ernst Nolte that 
there is something absolutely evil in Nazi practice, both at the level of 
original intention and the implementation of utopian goals. This is not 
to minimize in any way the abominations of Communism, but simply to 
recognize that, comparable as the two mass horrors are, there is some-
thing truly singular about the Holocaust and the manic perfection and 
single- mindedness of the Nazi Final Solution. Nazi ideology was founded 
upon what historian Enzo Traverso called “redemptive violence.” Its 
ethos merges anti- Semitism with “a ‘religion of nature’ based on blind 
faith in biological determinism to the point where genocide itself came to 
represent both ‘a disinfection, a purifi cation— in short an ecological mea-
sure,’ and a ritual act of sacrifi ce performed to redeem history from chaos 
and de cadence [my emphasis].”97

In the case of the Soviet  Union, after the war on the peasants, the 
Stalinist repressive machine, especially during the Great Terror, attacked 
all social strata. This form of repression had a distinctive volatile and 
unpredictable character. Hysteria was universal and unstoppable. Any 
citizen could be targeted. From this point of view, one could argue that 
Stalinist terror was more inclusive, amorphous, but also porous because 
it represents both “the extreme penalization of types of social behavior” 
and victimization based on “political- ideological standards for rooting 
out deviant language and ‘bad’ class origins.”98 Starting with Lenin and 
worsening with Stalin, the comprehensive grasp of state violence in the 
USSR revealed “an instant readiness to declare war on the rest of soci-
ety” (as Scammel says). The result was that, according to Nicolas Werth, 
one in fi ve adult males passed through the gulag.  Here, one should also 
keep in mind the post- 1945 campaign against “female thieves” (in real-
ity war widows) or the lowering of the age of criminal responsibility to 
twelve in 1935.

In Nazi Germany terror was unleashed mainly against minorities 
(Jews, Roma, the disabled, or gays) and foreign populations. In the Soviet 
 Union, terror brought about two worlds: the Soviet social body, made up 
of po liti cally validated people, and the gulag, with the party and its re-
pressive institutions mediating between the two realms. While in Nazi 
Germany the regime sought “its victims mainly outside the Volksgemein-
schaft, the Soviet populace was the main victim of its own regime.” In 
other words, the war conducted by Stalin and the Leninist parties was 
internal, “a catastrophe ostensibly launched as a social upheaval, appro-
priating the idiom of class struggle and civil war.”99 Along similar lines, 
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Richard Overy provides an excellent defi nition of the gulag, which in his 
view “symbolizes the po liti cal corruption and hypocrisy of a regime for-
mally committed to human progress, but capable of enslaving millions 
in the pro cess.”100 The state- building Stalinist blueprint, the one that be-
came the core of the “civilizational transfer” implied by exporting revolu-
tion or Sovietization, was “dialectically” bent on purifi cation and inclu-
siveness. This paradox is best expressed by the contrast between the 
1936 constitution’s description of a society made up of “non- antagonistic 
classes” and Stalin’s November 1937 call for eradicating not just the en-
emies of the people but also their “kith and kin.”101

One can conclude that, in the Soviet  Union at different stages, cer-
tain groups  were indeed designated targets, but the exercise of terror 
applied to individuals of all social origins (workers, peasants, intellectu-
als, party and military cadres, former middle and high bourgeois, priests, 
even secret police offi cials). Soviet terror had a distinctly random charac-
ter, for its sole purpose was the building of Communism through the 
total homogenization of society. Its rationale was the moral- political 
unity of the community. From this point of view, the violence infl icted on 
the population was ideologically functionalized. It never achieved the 
industrial scope of the Holocaust. It was, however, an end in itself. It was 
the other face of the Bolshevik regime’s “modern agenda of subjectiviza-
tion.” Those individuals who failed to become “conscious citizens en-
gaged in the program of building socialism of their own will,” those 
who failed to understand their obligations as members of “the fi rst so-
cialist state,” those who erred in revolutionary vigilance, in other words 
“the failed hermeneuticists” of the great leap out of the empire of neces-
sity became excess to the needs of the Soviet state. The Bolsheviks  were 
interested in refashioning the human soul. The life of the individual could 
make sense only if it immersed itself in the “general stream of life” of the 
Soviet collective.102 It is no surprise that, as Orlando Figes remarks, the 
Rus sian word for conscience (sovest’) as a private dialogue with the inner 
self almost disappeared from offi cial use after 1917. On October 26, 
1932, Stalin described the full nature of the Bolshevik transformation: 
“Your tanks will be worth nothing if the soul (dusha) in them is rotten. 
No, the ‘production’ of souls is more important than the production of 
tanks.”103

In the summer of 1937, at the height of the Great Terror, the output 
of the Bolshevik industry of souls was already on display: over 40,000 
participants gathered for a physical culture parade on the Red Square 
entitled “The Parade of the Powerful Stalin Breed [plemia]” (my empha-
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sis). At the end of the celebrations of the fi rst de cade of the existence of 
Fascist Italy, the newspaper Gioventù fascista gave an almost archetypi-
cal description of the totalitarian body politic: “With Fascism, a crowd 
has become a harmony of souls, a perfect fi t of citizens actively partici-
pating in the great life of the State. . . .  [T]his was a crowd with self- 
knowledge, aware of its obedience, its faith, and its fi ghting mettle, a 
crowd serene and secure, trusting in its Leader, in a State. . . .  This was no 
faceless throng, but an image given shape and order by spirits educated in 
the epic of these new times; not an amorphous mass, but an amalgam of 
fresh values and intelligence.”104 The imagery employed by the Italian 
journalists would have surely been fi tting for the rows of thousands of 
Soviet New Men and Women participating in the parade of the “power-
ful Stalin breed,” expressing the joy of these crowds celebrating their 
happiness and fortune to be offspring of utopia made reality under the 
guidance of the beloved Helmsman (Vozhd). What is striking in the pas-
sage, from the point of view of our discussion of Fascism and Commu-
nism, is the constancy of the signifi ed despite the interchangeability of 
the key signifi ers.

Even when it did not take on a directly exterminist profi le (e.g., mass 
executions, death marches, and state- engineered starvation), Soviet ter-
ror took the form of forced labor whose economic utility was highly 
questionable. I disagree with Dan Diner on this point, for I consider 
that forced labor in the gulag had a primarily pedagogical and correc-
tive character. In both Nazism and Stalinism, the camps fundamentally 
served an ideological function; all other aspects that could be assigned 
to them  were epiphenomena to the ideological driving force of the two 
dictatorships.105 In the Soviet  Union, the labor camps  were “a cultural 
model,” a “peculiar wedding of discipline and repre sen ta tion,” which 
ensured that those inside would be trained and those outside terrorized. 
Most importantly, this negative model of or ga ni za tion within the Com-
munist space was employed for the structuring and disciplining of even 
positive social milieus, such as factories and universities.106 Until 1956, 
the gulag was the blueprint of human management in the USSR. As Or-
lando Figes notes, it was “more than a source of labor for building proj-
ects like the White Sea Canal. It was itself a form of industrialization.”107 
I would go even further: the gulag was the normative design at the basis 
of the Communist project of modernity, the original source of the misde-
velopment brought about by all Soviet- type regimes.

Exploitation by the state had, indeed, its productive purpose, but it 
was a consequence and an extension of the institution of the camp and 
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deportation site as places of anthropological transformation. It is true 
that “the Final Solution was a project annulling even what are broadly 
considered universally valid standards of self- preservation.”108 But I think 
it is misguided to force upon Communist terror qualifi cations on the ba-
sis of circumstances and utility while ignoring its purifying and standard-
izing motifs.109 To paraphrase Timothy Snyder, Stalinism’s project of 
self- colonization by mass terror was founded upon the indifference to 
individual human life. Stalinism and Nazism’s terror  were “built into the 
world view of each dictator and each dictatorship; it was essential to the 
system, not a mere instrument of control, and it was practiced at every 
level of society.”110 Under Communism mass murder became a certainty 
because of the inevitable violence resulting from the corroboration of the 
principle of the state (gosudarstvennost) and the struggle to create order 
out of what Leninist leaders perceived as stikhiinost, social chaos.111

Moreover, Timothy Snyder warns that if we single- mindedly focus 
on Auschwitz and the gulag, “we fail to notice that over a period of 
twelve years, between 1933 and 1944, some 12 million victims of Nazi 
and Soviet mass killing policies perished in a par tic u lar region of Eu-
rope, one defi ned more or less by today’s Belarus, Ukraine, Poland, 
Lithuania, and Latvia.”112 Snyder, while stressing the singularity of Nazi 
atrocities, demonstrates what he calls “the absence of economics”: “Al-
though the history of mass killing has much to do with economic calcu-
lation, memory shuns anything that might seem to make murder appear 
rational. . . .  What is crucial is that the ideology that legitimated mass 
death was also a vision of economic development. If there is a general 
po liti cal lesson of the history of mass killing, it is the need to be wary of 
what might be called privileged development: attempts by states to real-
ize a form of economic expansion that designates victims, that motivates 
prosperity by mortality [my emphasis].”113 In Bloodlands Snyder takes 
his point further. He argues, in his reassessment of the monstrous chasm 
generated by the exterminist policies of Stalinism and Nazism, for a revi-
sion of our premises for comprehending such cataclysm: “Fourteen mil-
lion people  were deliberately murdered by two regimes over twelve 
years. This is the moment that we have scarcely begun to understand let 
alone master.”114 During the twentieth century, “history had truly be-
come a delinquent.”115 Snyder is right: the only solution to this pathol-
ogy of modernity is “the ethical commitment to the individual.” This is 
also the fundamental lesson of the revolutions of 1989, the legacy of 
dissidents like Leszek Kołakowski, Jan Patocka, Václav Havel, Jacek 
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Kuron, Bronisław Geremek, Adam Michnik, János Kis, and George 
Konrád. That is exactly why I consider the revolutions of 1989 the end-
point of the historical era ruled by utopia.

The most important conclusion to draw from the comparison of ter-
ror dynamics in the two cases is that both regimes (radical Leninism or 
Stalinism and Nazism)  were genocidal. Norman Naimark excellently 
describes this reality: “The two great tyrannies of the twentieth century 
simply share too much in common to reject out of hand attempts to clas-
sify and order them in the history of po liti cal systems and genocide.”116 
Analytical distinctions between them are certainly important, but their 
common contempt for the bourgeois state of law, human rights, and the 
universality of humankind, regardless of spurious race and class distinc-
tions, is in my view beyond doubt. Any student of the “age of extremes” 
would have to acknowledge that Leninism contained all the po liti cal and 
ideological ingredients of the totalitarian order (the party’s monopoly on 
power, ideological uniformity and regimentation, censorship, demoniza-
tion of the “people’s enemy,” a besieged fortress mentality, secret police 
terror, concentration camps, and, no less important, the obsession with 
shaping the “New Man”). To paraphrase Dan Diner, Communism and 
National Socialism, because of the terrible crimes they committed, “em-
bedded themselves in the memory of the twentieth century as twins of 
terror.”117

For totalitarian experiments to be successful, terror and ideology are 
mandatory instruments for exerting power. A statement by Boris Sou-
varine, the author of a path- breaking and still impressively valid biog-
raphy of Stalin published in the mid- 1930s, perfectly encapsulates the 
convergent nature of Communism and Fascism: “In the early years of 
the Rus sian Revolution, it was easy to put everything down to the idea of 
‘Slavic soul’; yet the events that  were reputed to be exclusively Slavic phe-
nomena have subsequently been witnessed in Italy and Germany. When 
the beast in man is unleashed, the same consequences are visible every-
where, irrespective of whether the man in question is Latin, German, or 
Slav, however different he may appear on the surface.”118 The cold patho-
logical rationality of the Nazi war on the Jews, including the use of mass 
murder technologies at Auschwitz and the other death factories, could 
not be anticipated by the Marxist apostate Boris Souvarine in this diag-
nosis written in 1937. Nevertheless, he was right in regarding the strange 
blending of barbarism and derailed modernity in the ideological despo-
tisms of the extreme Left and Right.
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Again, comparing the two absolute disgraces of the twentieth century, 
the gulag and the Holocaust, often leads to misunderstandings and in-
jured feelings among victims of one or another of these monstrosities. 
This is regrettable because, in all fairness, none of these experiences will 
ever be remembered enough. Yes, as Alain Besançon points out, there is 
a kind of amnesia regarding the Communist crimes, just as there is a 
hypermnesia in relation to the Shoah.119 But as the French historian 
shows, this is not because there is an attempt by one group to monopolize 
the memory of suffering in the twentieth century. The origins of this phe-
nomenon are to be sought after in the fact that Communism was often 
regarded as progressive, anti- imperialist, and, more important still, anti- 
Fascist. Communism knew how to pose as the heir to the Enlightenment, 
and many  were duped by this rationalistic and humanistic pretense. So, in 
my view, the research agenda initially suggested by The Black Book pre-
supposed a rethinking not only of Communism and Fascism but also of 
their opposites, anti- Fascism and anti- Communism. In other words, not 
all those who resisted Hitler  were friends of democracy, and not all those 
who rebelled against Lenin, Stalin, Mao, or Castro  were bona fi de liber-
als. The Black Book forced many in France, Germany, the United States, 
and, if it need be recalled, East- Central Eu rope to admit that those “who 
told of the marvels of the Soviet  Union served to legitimize the massacre 
of millions. . . .  [They] fooled their own societies into seeing the millions 
of corpses as a great promise for a better future.”120 The uproar caused 
by The Black Book helped bring to the fore the need both for remem-
brance of Communism’s crimes and for reassessment of the massive kill-
ing and dying perpetrated by so many regimes in the name of this ideol-
ogy with the endorsement of those who preferred to keep their eyes and 
ears fi rmly shut.121

As far as the anamnesis of Leninist violence, one fundamental prob-
lem is that the subjects of trauma mostly belong to social categories 
rather than national, ethnic ones (as in the case of the Holocaust). This 
issue is directly connected with the difference discussed above: Commu-
nism was at war with its own society. Even under its most moderate 
avatars (Kádár’s Hungary, Gorbachev’s USSR, or contemporary China), 
when a section of society threatened the existence of the system, the re-
pressive (quasi- terroristic) levers  were activated to isolate and extirpate 
the “pest hole.” Under the circumstances, Diner’s framing of the di-
lemma is noteworthy: “The memory of ‘sociocide,’ class murder, is ar-
chived, not transmitted from one generation to another as is the case 
with genocide. . . .  How can crimes that elude the armature of an ethnic, 
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and thus long- term, memory be kept alive in collective remembrance? 
Can crimes perpetrated not in the name of a collective, such as the na-
tion, but in the name of a social construction, such as class, be memori-
alized in an appropriate form?”122 It was often the case that such a 
query was solved through the artifi cial creation of “ethnic armature.” In 
the former Soviet bloc, Communism was sold as mainly a Rus sian im-
port, while local leaders fell into a vaguely defi ned category of collabora-
tors or “elements foreign to the nation.” It was just a step from the last 
coinage to the rejuvenation of the old specter of Zydokomuna. But the 
crux of the problem is that, despite the efforts of Courtois and the other 
authors of the Black Book, a unitary death tool might be possible but a 
collective, transnational memory of Communism’s crimes does not exist. 
In the early twenty- fi rst century, through the various pan- European docu-
ments that have been adopted by the Eu ro pe an  Union or the Organ-
isation for Security and Co- operation in Eu rope, the fi rst steps in this 
direction have been made. The Leninist experiment (that is, the world 
Communist movement) dissolved into national narratives of trauma and 
guilt upon the ideology’s extinction. Terror and mass murder seem to 
still keep Communist states separated in terms of both memory and his-
tory. And considerable challenges remain in integrating the massive 
trauma caused by Communist regimes into what we call today Eu ro-
pe an history.

The problem is that most of the crimes are also crimes of national 
Communist regimes; that is to say, the gulag (I use the term  here as a 
meta phor for all mass terror under Communism) is also a fratricide. 
Additionally, these regimes endured for more than a score of years, as 
they domesticized and entered into a post- totalitarian phase. How to 
mea sure accomplished lifetimes against stolen ones? One possible solu-
tion is to accept the fact that Leninism is radical evil, so that its crimes 
can be universally (or continentally) remembered and memorialized. This 
way, unilateral appropriation of trauma, ethnicization of terror, and col-
lective silence can be prevented. Each individual case could maintain its 
specifi cities but would, at the same time, be part of a larger historical 
phenomenon, thus being assimilated to public consciousness. The au-
thors of the Black Book condemned what they considered both an insti-
tutionalized and informal amnesia about the true nature of Communist 
regimes. Their accounts  were supposed to provoke the necessary inti-
macy and ineffability for a sacralized memory of the gulag. Since then, 
some headway has been made along this path, but Eu ro pe an identifi ca-
tion with sites of its memory (in various countries) is still pending.123 We 

  



48  |  Utopian Radicalism and Dehumanization

should not forget that in 2000, in Stockholm, during the international 
conference on the Holocaust (commemorating fi fty- fi ve years since the 
liberation of Auschwitz), the participants stated that “the normative basis 
of a transnational po liti cal community is defi ned by exposing and re-
membering inhuman barbarism, cruelty and unimaginable humiliation, 
which are unthinkable on the background of our collective existence.” To 
paraphrase Helmut Dubiel, the traumatic contemplation of absolute hor-
ror and of the total miscarriage of civility legitimizes an ethics that goes 
beyond the border of any individual state.124

To return to the Black Book, I wish to emphasize that the key point 
concerning its legacy is the legitimacy of the comparison between Na-
tional Socialism and Leninism. I agree  here with the Polish- French his-
torian Krzysztof Pomian’s approach:

It is undeniable that mass crimes did take place, as well as crimes against 
humanity, and this is the merit of the team that put together The Black Book: 
to have brought the debate regarding twentieth century communism into 
public discussion; in this respect, as a  whole, beyond the reservations that one 
can hold concerning one page or another, it has played a remarkable role. . . .  
To say that the Soviets  were worse because their system made more victims, 
or that the Nazis  were worse because they exterminated the Jews, are two 
positions which are unacceptable, and the debate carried on under these 
terms is shocking and obscene.125

Indeed, the challenge is to avoid any “comparative trivialization,”126 or 
any form of competitive “martyrology” and to admit that, beyond the 
similarities, these extreme systems had unique features, including the ra-
tionalization of power, the defi nition of the enemy, and designated goals. 
The point, therefore, is to retrieve memory, to or ga nize understanding 
of these experiments, and to try to make sense of their functioning, meth-
ods, and goals.

Some chapters of The Black Book succeed better than others, but as 
a  whole the undertaking was justifi ed. It was obviously not a neutral 
scholarly effort, but an attempt to comprehend some of the most haunt-
ing moral questions of our times: How was it possible for millions of 
individuals to enroll in revolutionary movements that aimed at the en-
slavement, exclusion, elimination, and fi nally extermination of  whole 
categories of fellow human beings? What was the role of ideological 
hubris in these criminal practices? How could sophisticated intellectu-
als like the French poet Louis Aragon write odes to Stalin’s secret po-
lice? How could Aragon believe in “the blue eyes of the revolution that 
burn with cruel necessity”? And how could the once acerbic critic of the 
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Bolsheviks, the acclaimed proletarian writer Maxim Gorky, turn into 
an abject apologist for Stalinist pseudoscience, unabashedly calling for 
experiments on human beings: “Hundreds of human guinea pigs are 
required. This will be a true ser vice to humanity, which will be far more 
important and useful than the extermination of tens of millions of healthy 
human beings for the comfort of a miserable, physically, psychologically, 
and morally degenerate class of predators and parasites.”127 The  whole 
tragedy of Communism lies within this hallucinating statement: the vi-
sion of a superior elite whose utopian goals sanctify the most barbaric 
methods, the denial of the right to life to those who are defi ned as “de-
generate parasites and predators,” the deliberate dehumanization of the 
victims, and what Alain Besançon correctly identifi ed as the ideological 
perversity at the heart of totalitarian thinking— the falsifi cation of the 
idea of good (la falsifi cation du bien).

I have strong reservations regarding theoretical distinctions on the 
basis of which some historians reach the conclusion that Communism 
is “more evil” than Nazism. In fact, they  were both evil, even radically 
evil.128 Public awareness of Communist violence and terror has been 
delayed by the durability of Leninism’s pretense of universality. Because 
of projection, it took a long time to achieve an agreement that Bolshe-
vism was not another path to democracy and that its victims  were over-
whelmingly innocent.129 One cannot deny that Communism represented 
for many the only alternative (in my foreword I discuss a personal family 
example), especially with the rise of Fascism and of Hitler, at a time 
when liberal democracy seemed compromised.

Communism was consistently presented as synonymous with hope, 
but the dream turned into a nightmare: Communism “not only murdered 
millions, but also took away the hope.”130 Communism was founded 
upon “a version of a thirst for the sacred with a concomitant revulsion 
against the profane.” The Soviet “Great Experiment’s master narrative 
involves the repurifi cation or resacerdotalization of space.”131 This is why 
Furet, in his closing remarks to Passing of an Illusion, states that upon the 
moral and po liti cal collapse of Leninism we “are condemned to live in the 
world as it is” (p. 502). With a signifi cantly stronger brush, Martin Malia 
argued that “any realistic account of communist crimes would effectively 
shut the door on Utopia; and too many good souls in this unjust world 
cannot abandon hope for an absolute end to in e qual ity (and some less 
good souls will always offer them ‘rational’ curative nostrums). And so, 
all comrade- questers after historical truth should gird their loins for a 
very Long March indeed before Communism is accorded its fair share of 
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absolute evil.”132 And, indeed, two important registers of criticism di-
rected toward the pro cess of revealing and remembering the crimes of 
Communist regimes  were that of anti- anti- utopianism and anticapital-
ism. I will not dwell on the validity of counterpoising Communism with 
capitalism; it is a dead end. It just reproduces the original Manichean 
Marxist revolutionary ethos of the Communist Manifesto. It is endear-
ing to a certain extent, for one’s beliefs should be respected, but it is ir-
relevant if we seek to understand the tragedy of the twentieth century. 
The employment of anti- anti- utopianism in the discussion of left- wing 
totalitarianism is just another way of avoiding the truth. To reject the 
legitimacy of the comparison between National Socialism and Bolshe-
vism on the basis of their distinct aims is utterly indecent and logically 
fl awed. Ian Kershaw criticizes arguments based on the

different aims and intentions of Nazism and Bolshevism— aims which  were 
wholly inhumane and negative in the former case and ultimately humane 
and positive in the latter case. The argument is based upon a deduction from 
the future (neither verifi able nor feasible) to the present, a procedure which 
in strict logic is not permissible. . . .  The purely functional point that com-
munist terror was “positive” because it was “directed towards a complete 
and radical change in society” whereas “fascist (i.e., Nazi) terror reached its 
highest point with the destruction of the Jews” and “made no attempt to al-
ter human behavior or build a genuinely new society” is, apart from the de-
batable assertion in the last phrase, a cynical value judgment on the horrors 
of the Stalinist terror [my emphasis].133

Recognizing Communism as hope soaked in revolutionary utopia is 
truly a specter to turn away from. This hope materialized as radical evil 
can only lead to massacre, because “il cherche à s’incarner, et ce faisant, 
il ne peut faire autrement qu’éliminer ceux qui n’appartiennent pas à la 
bonne classe sociale, ceux qui résistent à ce projet d’espoir [it looks to 
take fl esh, and doing this, it can only eliminate those who do not belong 
to the right social class, those who resist this project of hope].”134 Ron-
ald Suny was right in emphasizing that we should not forget that the 
original aspirations of socialism “were the emancipatory impulses of 
the Rus sian Revolution as well.”135 It is diffi cult to see how this affects 
the “duty of remembrance” regarding Leninism’s crimes. Not to men-
tion that, as early as 1918, with the Declaration of the Rights of Toiling 
and Exploited People, the Bolsheviks detailed their ideal of social justice 
into categories of disenfranchised people (lishentsy), the prototype tax-
onomy for the terror that was to follow in the later years.136 Tony Judt 
puts it bluntly: “The road to Communist hell was undoubtedly paved 
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with good (Marxist) intentions. But so what? . . .  From the point of view 
of the exiled, humiliated, tortured, maimed or murdered victims, of 
course, it’s all the same.”137 Furthermore, such shameful commonalities 
between socialism and Bolshevism should actually be an incentive to call 
things by their real name when it comes to the radical evil that Commu-
nism in power was throughout the twentieth century. The hope that 
Bolshevism brought to so many was a lie. The full impact of the lie can 
only be mea sured by the nightmare of the millions it murdered. The 
moral and po liti cal bankruptcy of the “pure” original ideals cannot 
remain hidden just for the sake of safeguarding their pristine state. The 
uproar provoked by the Black Book indicated a “continuing reluctance 
to take at face value the overwhelming evidence of crimes committed by 
communist regimes.”138 So many years after the book’s publication, some 
things have changed, but much more remains to be done. To return to 
Kołakowski’s meta phor, the dev il not only incarnated itself in history, it 
also wrecked our memory of it.

Beyond debates about how to remember, compare, and analyze Com-
munism and Fascism, there is a bottom line that all can accept. Perhaps 
with minimal diffi culty all can agree with Emilio Gentile’s conclusion 
that “totalitarian experiments, even if they  were imperfect and fl awed, 
involved, conditioned, transformed, deformed and ended the existence of 
millions of human beings. In no uncertain terms, this was determined by 
the conviction of the principal protagonists that they  were the forebears 
of a new humanity, the builders of a new civilization, the interpreters of a 
new truth, the repositories for the discrimination between good and evil, 
and the masters of the destinies of those caught up in their enterprise.”139 
At the end of the day, refl ecting on the “why” of the  whole Communist 
experience, one needs to remember that Leninism emerged from the 
meeting between a certain direction of Eu ro pe an revolutionary social-
ism, one that could in no way come to terms with the established liberal 
order and the rights of the individual, and the Rus sian tradition of con-
spiratorial violence. The mixture of revolutionary anticapitalism and ul-
tranationalist German racism led to Hitler’s chiliastic dreams of Aryan 
supremacy.140 At a speech in the Berlin Sports Palace on February 10, 
1933, Hitler formulated with religious fervor his “predestined mission” 
to resurrect the German nation: “For I cannot divest of my faith in my 
people, cannot dissociate myself from the conviction that this nation 
will one day rise again, cannot divorce myself from my love for this, my 
people, and I cherish the fi rm conviction that the hour will come at last 
in which the millions who despise us today will stand by us and with us 
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will hail the new, hard- won and painfully acquired German Reich we 
have created together, the new German kingdom of greatness and power 
and glory and justice. Amen.”141 Similarly, Mussolini confessed in My 
Autobiography that “I felt the deep need for an original conception ca-
pable of bringing about a more fruitful rhythm of history in a new pe-
riod of history. It was necessary to lay the foundation of a new civiliza-
tion.” Fascism for Mussolini was the solution to “the Spiritual Crisis of 
Italy.”142 The same frenzy for “a new temporality and nomos,” alterna-
tive and opposite to that of liberal modernity, was also at the core of 
Communism. Such a sense of mission was apparent at the Congress of 
Victors (the Seventeenth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
 Union) in January– February 1934, as the Soviet regime entered the sec-
ond fi ve- year plan and fi nalized the Cultural Revolution, after Stalin 
had murdered, starved, and deported millions of kulaks in Ukraine and 
forcibly resettled several ethnic groups, and as he consolidated his posi-
tion as undisputed leader of the Bolshevik party. At such a “glorious 
moment,” almost two and a half years before the beginning of the Great 
Terror, Politburo member Lazar Kaganovich praised Stalin as the cre-
ator “of the greatest revolution that human history has ever known.”143

The plight of Communism’s millions of victims (many of whom had 
once espoused the generous promises of the Marxian doctrine) cannot 
be explained without reference to the Leninist party and its attempt to 
forcibly impose the will of a small group of fanatics over reticent and 
more often than not hostile populations. Mikhail Bakunin put it most 
aptly in an angry letter disavowing Sergey Nechaev’s apotheosis of de-
structive violence and psychological terrorism: “Out of that cruel renun-
ciation and extreme fanat i cism you now want to make a general principle 
applicable to the  whole community. You want crazy things, impossible 
things, the total negation of nature, man, and society!”144 Communism 
and Fascism believed that fundamental change was possible. They engi-
neered radical revolutionary projects in order to answer this belief.145 
However, they enacted their utopias with complete disregard for individ-
ual human life. Their frantic acceleration of human development engen-
dered the materialization of radical evil in history.
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chapter 2

Diabolical Pedagogy 
and the (Il)logic of Stalinism

I am too busy defending innocents claiming their innocence 
to waste my time with guilty individuals claiming their guilt.

— Paul Éluard, refusing to sign a petition against the hanging of 
Czech surrealist poet Zášvis Kalandra (in Stéphane Courtois, 
The Black Book of Communism)

Lucretiu P{tr{scanu died as a soldier serving his po liti cal 
ideals which he pursued through darkness, underground, and 
palaces, tenaciously, fi ercely and fanatically.

— Petre Pandrea, Memoriile Mandarinului Valah (Memoirs of 
a Wallachian Mandarin)

With ascetic rigor towards itself and others, fanatical hatred 
for enemies and heretics, sectarian bigotry and an unlimited 
despotism fed on the awareness of its own infallibility, this 
monastic order labors to satisfy earthly, too “human” 
concerns.

—Semyon Frank, Vekhi (Landmarks)

It’s not only the word “impossible” that has gone out of 
circulation, “unimaginable” also has no validity anymore.

—Victor Klemperer, I Will Bear Witness

One of the main distinctions between the Nazi and Stalinist tyrannies 
was the absence in Germany of permanent purges of the ruling party elite 
as a mechanism of mobilization, integration, and scapegoating. In fact, 
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Slovene phi los o pher Slavoj Žižek is right to observe that there  were no 
Moscow- style show trials in Hitler’s Germany (or for that matter in 
Mussolini’s Italy).1 The explanation lies in the differences between the 
centrality of the charismatic party in Bolshevik regimes and the prevail-
ing status of the leader in Fascist dictatorships. This is not say that the 
leader (whether Stalin, Mao, Mátyás Rákosi, Gheorghe Gheorghiu- Dej, 
Klement Gottwald, or Enver Hoxha) was not an omnipotent fi gure un-
der Leninism, but his cultic power derived from the apotheosis of the 
party as the carrier of history’s behests. The absence of show trials in 
Nazi Germany did not eliminate purges as a means to consolidate the 
Führer’s power.2 The Blomberg- Frisch affair, when Hitler entrenched his 
dominance over the army leadership, and the elimination of the Ernst 
Röhm SA faction during the Night of the Long Knives in 1934,  were, 
according to Ian Kershaw, “stepping- stones in cementing Hitler’s abso-
lute power.”3

In order to understand the dynamics of the Stalinist experiment in 
Eastern Eu rope, one must take into account the paramount role of direct 
Soviet intervention and intimidation.4 Local Communist formations  were 
pursuing the Stalinist model of systematic destruction of non- Communist 
parties, the disintegration of the civil society, and the monopolistic oc-
cupation of the public space through state- controlled ideological rituals 
and coercive institutions.5 The overall goal was to build a passive consen-
sus based on unlimited commitment to the ideocratic po liti cal program 
of the ruling elite. The true content of the po liti cal regime was described 
by the “cult of personality.” Stalin, as the Egocrat (to use Solzhenitsyn’s 
term), was the ultimate fi gure of power. Echoing earlier critiques of the 
Leninist vertical- authoritarian logic by Leon Trotsky and Rosa Luxem-
burg, French po liti cal phi los o pher Claude Lefort points out that this 
principle presupposed a specifi c “logic of identifi cation”: “Identifi cation 
of the people with the proletariat, of the proletariat with the party, of 
the party with the leadership, of the leadership with the Egocrat. . . .  
The denial of social division goes hand in hand with the denial of a 
symbolic distinction which is constitutive of society.”6 The personaliza-
tion of po liti cal power, its concentration in the hands of a demigod, led 
to his forcible religious adoration and the masochistic humiliation of its 
subjects. British journalist George Urban described this system as “a 
paranoia of despotism” that boasted its own (il)logic. It looks now and 
did then “like a form of madness to us, observing it as we are from the 
outside, but did not seem so to anyone identifying himself with the con-

  



Pedagogy and the (Il)logic of Stalinism  |  55

text in which Stalin operated. Within that context Stalin pursued his 
objectives relentlessly and rationally.”7 In the context of such absolute 
inversion of the life- world, Old Bolshevik Nikolai Bukharin’s letter to 
Stalin on December 10, 1937, a few months before his public trial and 
execution as an “enemy of the people” in March 1938, can make sense. 
Bukharin, like Karl Radek, another Bolshevik luminary, was the proto-
type of the character Nikolai Salmanovich Rubashov in Arthur Koes-
tler’s masterpiece Darkness at Noon (it was Radek who spoke of the 
“algebra of confession”).8 As historians J. Arch Getty and Oleg V. Nau-
mov point out, “According to Stalin’s formula, criticism was the same as 
opposition; opposition inevitably implied conspiracy; conspiracy meant 
treason. Algebraically, therefore, the slightest opposition to the regime or 
failure to report such opposition was tantamount to terrorism.”9

Once Stalin’s close friend and supporter, ousted under charges of 
“right- wing deviation” in 1929 and reinstated into the Central Commit-
tee in 1934, Bukharin had been described by Lenin in his “Testament” as 
the party’s “favorite child.”10 He had bowed to Stalin’s supremacy and 
was in fact one of the authors of the 1936 Stalinist Constitution. The 
same year, Bukharin traveled to Paris to retrieve the Marx- Engels Archive 
from the exiled German social demo crats. In spite of old friends’ warn-
ings (among them veteran Mensheviks Fyodor Dan and Boris Nikolae-
vsky) that back in Moscow he would be arrested, Bukharin refused to 
remain abroad. He was imprisoned after the notorious February 1937 
Central Committee Plenum when Stalin spelled out his theory of the 
sharpening of class struggle as the USSR advanced toward socialism. 
Bukharin was forced to publicly confess to surreal charges. However, he 
refused to acknowledge having participated in a plot to arrest Lenin in 
1918. Stalin’s outstanding biographer, Robert C. Tucker, best describes 
Bukharin’s contradictory stance: “He pleaded guilty to ‘the sum total of 
the crimes committed by this counter- revolutionary or ga ni za tion,’ but 
thereupon suggested that not only did he not take part in but he even 
lacked knowledge of ‘any par tic u lar act’ involved.”11

During the last days of his trial, Bukharin wrote a letter to Stalin. In 
it he claimed “personal intimacy” with the Soviet leader, actually reaf-
fi rming his unswerving faith in the party’s vision of social utopia and the 
Bolshevik revolutionary cause. Furthermore, this love for the party 
translated into an almost neurotic desire to reassure Stalin of his un-
bending dedication to the infallible leader himself. This document (which 
Stalin kept in his personal drawer until his death in March 1953) bears 

  



testimony to the mystical underpinnings of the Bolshevik belief system 
and its reverberations in the interpersonal relations within the top party 
elite. It is therefore worth quoting extensively from Bukharin’s letter:

This is perhaps the last letter I shall write to you before my death. That is 
why, though I am in prison, I ask you to permit me to write this letter without 
resorting to offi cialese [ofi tsial’shchina], all the more so since I am writing 
this letter to you alone: the very fact of its existence or nonexistence will re-
main entirely in your hands. I have come to the last page of my drama and 
perhaps of my very life. I agonize over whether I should pick up pen and 
paper— as I write this, I am shuddering all over from this quiet and from a 
thousand emotions stirring within me and I can hardly control myself. But 
precisely because I have so little time left, I want to take my leave of you in 
advance, before it’s too late, before my hand ceases to write, before my eyes 
close, while my brain somehow still functions. . . .  Standing on the edge of a 
precipice, from which there is no return, I tell you on my word of honor, as I 
await my death, that I am innocent of those crimes which I admitted to at 
the investigation. . . .  So at the Plenum I spoke the truth and nothing but the 
truth but no one believed me. And  here now I speak the absolute truth: all 
these past years, I have been honestly and sincerely carry ing out the party 
line and have learnt to cherish and love you wisely. . . .  There is something 
great and bold about the po liti cal idea of a general purge. It is a) connected 
to the pre- war situation and b) connected with the transition to democracy. 
This purge encompassed 1) the guilty; 2) persons under suspicion; and 3) 
persons under potential suspicion. This business could not have been man-
aged without you. Some are neutralized one way, others in another way, and 
the third group yet another way. . . .  For God’s sake, don’t think that I am 
engaged  here in reproaches, even in my inner thoughts. I  wasn’t born yester-
day. I know all too well that great plans, great ideas, and great interests take 
pre ce dence over everything, and I know that it would be petty to place the 
question of my own person on a par with the universal- historical tasks rest-
ing, fi rst and foremost, on your shoulders. But it is  here that I feel my deepest 
agony and fi nd myself facing my chief, agonizing paradox. . . .  My head is 
giddy with confusion, and I feel like yelling at the top of my voice. I feel like 
pounding my head against the wall: for, in that case, I have become a cause 
for the death of others. What am I to do? What am I to do? Oh, Lord, if only 
there  were some device which would have made it possible for you to see my 
soul fl ayed and reaped open! If only you could see how I am attached to you, 
body and soul. . . .  Well, so much for “psychology”— forgive me. No angel 
will appear now to snatch Abraham’s sword from his hand. My fatal destiny 
shall be fulfi lled . . .  Iosif Vissarionovich! In me you have lost one of your 
most capable generals, one who is genuinely devoted to you . . .  but I am 
preparing myself mentally to depart from this vale of tears, and there is 
nothing in me toward all of you, toward the party and the cause, but a great 
and boundless love. I am doing everything that is humanly possible and 
impossible. . . .  I have written to you about all this. I have crossed all the t’s 
and dotted all the i’s. I have done all this in advance, since I have no idea at 
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all what condition I shall be in tomorrow and the day after tomorrow, 
 etc. . . .  Being a neurasthenic I shall perhaps feel such universal apathy that I 
won’t be able even so much as to move my fi nger. But now, in spite of a 
headache and with tears in my eyes, I am writing. My conscience is clear 
before you now, Koba. I ask you one fi nal time for your forgiveness (only in 
your heart, not otherwise). For that reason I embrace you in mind. Farewell 
forever and remember kindly your wretched. N. Bukharin12

Bukharin’s letter can be taken at face value or with a grain of salt. He 
obviously was trying to save his young wife and child; the letter was a 
last desperate attempt in this sense. Such an argument does not, how-
ever, explain the exaltation in the letter. Bukharin died as a true believer 
committed to achieving Bolshevik utopia. Furthermore, it is still ques-
tionable if he perceived his death as a last ser vice made to the party, as 
suggested by Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. Stephen E. Cohen, Bukha-
rin’s quite empathetic biographer, considered that he wanted to protect 
“Bolshevism’s historical legacy by refuting the criminal indictment” 
rather than accepting it.13 Robert C. Tucker argued for a more nuanced 
reading of Bukharin’s transcript: “Bukharin thus had a twofold objective 
in the trial— to comply with Stalin by confessing and at the same time to 
turn the tables on him. He wants to make two trials in one.” According 
to Tucker, “there was an active effort on Bukharin’s part to transform 
the trial into an anti- trial. The fi ght he put up against Vyshinsky was 
entirely dedicated to this purpose.”14 Undoubtedly Bukharin, in his fi nal 
public appearance, was trying to make a last po liti cal statement against 
Stalin and the system the latter had created. One should not forget that 
during a fateful meeting of the Central Committee on February 23, 
1937, Bukharin warned Stalin that “I am not Zinoviev or Kamenev, and 
I will not tell lies about myself.” After this event, he wrote a letter enti-
tled “To a Future Generation of Party Leaders,” which he asked his wife 
to memorize, in which he ominously noted, “I feel my helplessness be-
fore a hellish machine, which . . .  has acquired gigantic power, fabricates 
or ga nized slander, acts boldly and confi dently.” He then accused Stalin: 
“By po liti cal terrorism, and by acts of torture on a scale hitherto un-
heard of, you have forced old Party members to make ‘depositions.’ ”15

All things considered, the case of Bukharin cannot be read solely as 
the heroic tale told by Cohen or as Koestler’s self- immolation only in ser-
vice of the party. What remains is a paradox: on the hand, Bukharin was 
committed to the Bolshevik cause while knowing full well Stalin’s “theory 
of sweet revenge”;16 on the other hand, his letter to Stalin reveals that 
he preserved an uncanny attachment to his former ally and friend. 
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Upon being devoured by the utopia that he had helped build, his last 
moments  were a mixture of obedience, opportunism, fear, and most 
important, faith. Last but not least, Cohen’s and Tucker’s interpreta-
tions of his last stand at the trial  were formulated without any knowl-
edge of Bukharin’s letter to Stalin.

Bukharin, however, was not the only case of faith in the party and 
the Communist cause in the face of an impending exterminatory purge. 
In June 2010, I delivered a lecture in Bucharest on secular religions and 
totalitarian movements, focusing on the meanings of purges and show 
trials. I quoted extensively from Bukharin’s letter. Immediately after I 
fi nished my pre sen ta tion, a Romanian historian approached me and 
mentioned the existence in the National Council for the Study of the 
Securitate Archives of a strikingly similar letter addressed to the party by 
veteran communist Mirel Costea (Nathan Zaider), head of the Party 
Cadres Department, before he committed suicide during the heyday of 
Stalinist terror in Romania (June 1951). Costea’s brother- in- law, engineer 
Emil Calmanovici, had been one of the Romanian Communist Party’s 
main fi nancial backers during the underground years. Closely associated 
with people involved in the Lucretiu P{tr{scanu affair, he was arrested 
and charged with treason. Having to choose between the “objective” 
logic of his unfl inching devotion to the party and his subjective under-
standing of Calmanovici’s innocence, Costea decided to take his own 
life. In his last massage to his comrades, Costea wrote:

A communist must maintain faith in the Party and must be the happiest 
person in the world when he feels that a Party trusts him. I was happy, I en-
joyed the Party’s trust and I say that I deserved it because I did not mislead 
the Party. Since 1939, I had no other life than for the Party. I hated and I 
hate the enemies of the working class, its traitors. . . .  I cannot bear the 
thought that the Party lost its trust in me. For this reason I kiss my Party 
card which I have never sullied before I had it in this form of hereafter. I give 
in to the Party. I thank the Party for the trust showed to me up to a certain 
moment. This [committing suicide] is not the gesture of the communist, I 
have not learned these gestures from the Party, it is a leftover of bourgeois 
education and morality. I would have been able to bear tortures in the cells 
of the Siguranta [interwar Romanian po liti cal police], but I cannot bear the 
agony that I have lost the trust of my Party. My last thought goes to comrade 
Stalin, to the Central Committee of the Romanian Workers’ Party, to com-
rade Gheorghiu- Dej.

I also found in the Securitate archives Mirel Costea’s last letter to 
his daughters, Rodica and Dana, written a few minutes before he shot 
himself:
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Your daddy, whom you have loved and who has loved you apologizes that 
he needs to leave. When you grow older you will understand that the most 
precious good for an honest human being is to enjoy the trust of the Party. 
Until recently I have enjoyed this trust; until recently, and this is something I 
cannot bear. My life has been for the Party, without its trust it has no mean-
ing. I beg you to live well and to love each other as we have loved you, me 
and your mother. Keep in mind that your father was an honest man, faithful 
to the Party. However, if you ever fi nd out that the Party thinks differently 
about me, then you should believe what the Party says. Your mother will 
take care of you and will educate you in the spirit of love for comrade Stalin, 
for the USSR, for our Party, for the beloved leaders of our Party, as I have 
educated you.17

The symbolic vehicle for this moral and po liti cal regimentation was 
the Stalinist defi nition of internationalism as unbounded allegiance 
to the USSR (the “touchstone theory”). To keep strict control over all 
mechanisms that guaranteed social reproduction and preserved the ma-
trix of domination in such a system, the party had to play the central 
role. Based on my research in the Romanian Communist Party’s archives, 
it appears that no segment of the body social, economic, or cultural, as 
well as no repressive institution, escaped continuous and systematic party 
intervention. Even during the climactic terrorist period (1948– 53), the 
secret police served as the party’s obedient instrument and not the other 
way around. Indeed, as one scholar stated, “The USSR, in other words, 
did not keep two sets of books, at least on ideological questions.”18 Ideo-
logical purity and revolutionary vigilance  were imposed as main po liti cal 
imperatives. Po liti cal police, cast in the Soviet mold and controlled by 
Soviet advisers, took care to fulfi ll the ideological desiderata. The po liti cal 
content of that ideological dictatorship in its radical incarnation (the fi rst 
fi ve years) was sheer terror and permanent propaganda warfare waged 
within a personalized dictatorship embodied by local “little Stalins.”

What these countries experienced was not merely an institutional 
import or imperial expansion. They went through what one could label, 
using Stephen Kotkin’s formulation, a “civilizational”19 transfer that 
transplanted a secular eschatology (Marxism- Leninism), a radical vision 
of the world (capitalist encirclement and the touchstone theory of prole-
tarian internationalism20 spelled out by Stalin in the 1920s), and ulti-
mately, an alternative idea of modernity (based upon anticapitalism 
and state- managed collectivism) self- identifi ed as infallibly righteous— in 
other words, Stalinism. Kotkin’s characterization of Stalinism as civiliza-
tion comes very close to the comparison by Anthony Stevens, a Jungian 
analyst, to National Socialism. According to Stevens, “Nazism had its 
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Messiah (Hitler), its Holy Book (Mein Kampf), its cross (the Swastika), 
its religious pro cessions (the Nuremberg Rally), its ritual (the Beer Hall 
Putsch Remembrance Parade), its anointed elite (the SS), its hymns (the 
‘Horst Wessel Lied’), excommunication for heretics (the concentration 
camps), its dev ils (the Jews), its millennial promise (the Thousand Year 
Reich), and its Promised Land (the East).”21 Both Stalinism and Nazis 
 were radical, revolutionary civilizations that aimed at establishing an 
alternative, illiberal modernity by instrumentalizing the po liti cal religion 
that lay at their core.

Stalinism was a self- suffi cient, pre- established plan to restructure so-
ciety, in the name of which the movement dispensed with as many human 
lives as needed while frantically engineering radical transformation.22 
The personality cult (and the growing Rus sianization of the Stalinist 
system during and after World War II) combined with the intrinsic and 
increasingly orthodox outlook of Communism (as “a lived system”)23 
exacerbated the exclusionary logic in the “people’s democracies.” As in 
the Soviet  Union, in Eastern Eu rope Stalinism itself was the revolution:24 
it broke through the already frail structures of the ancien régime and laid 
the groundwork of state socialism in each of the region’s countries. It 
created an all- pervasive party- state that tried and in most cases suc-
ceeded in extending its tentacles into all walks of life.25 In the words of 
the director of the French Institute in Tallinn, Jean Cathala, in 1940 the 
pro cess of Sovietization meant “the incorporation into another world: 
into a world of institutions, of practices and ways of thinking, that had to 
be accepted as a bloc, because the spiritual and the temporal, doctrine 
and the state, the regime and methods of government, the homeland and 
the party in power  were all mixed together in it.”26

At the same time, Sovietization was “part of an imperialist concep-
tion, whereby a system of domination and subjugation was effected and 
rationalized, and whereby a subaltern identity was ascribed to the sub-
jected peoples.”27 The main weakness of this system, however, was its 
chronic defi cit of legitimacy. Under mature Stalinism, both in the Soviet 
 Union and in Eastern Eu rope, autocratic despotism ruined the function-
ing of the party as an autonomous institution, its potential for “charis-
matic impersonalism” inherent in Leninism as an or gan i za tion al model. 
This phenomenon explains the neotraditionalist features of Stalinism. If 
one follows Ken Jowitt’s argument, the mutation of the defi nition of 
revolutionary heroism (initially belonging to the party, but now the pre-
rogative of one) cancelled the fundamental characteristic of novelty in 
Leninism as an ideo- political form of aggregation.28 In this monolithic 
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structure dominated by the revolutionary phalanx, plans to reshape 
man, nature, and society  were frantically pursued. Stalinism as a po liti-
cal religion overturned traditional morality: good and evil, vice and vir-
tue, truth and lie  were drastically revalued. The goal was to create a 
system that unifi ed victim and torturer, that abolished traditional moral 
taboos and established a different code, with different prescriptions and 
prohibitions. The dramaturgy of show trials with their “infernal peda-
gogy” (Annie Kriegel) was the main component of a system based on 
universal fear, duplicity, and suspicion.

The “oceanic feeling,” the ecstasy of solidarity, the desire to dissolve 
one’s autonomy into the mystical supra- individual entity of the party, 
aptly described by Arthur Koestler, was the emotional ground for a 
chiliastic type of revolutionary commitment.29 In his conversations with 
Czesław Miłosz, Polish poet Aleksander Wat formulated a memorable 
evaluation of the phenomenon: “Communism is the enemy of interior-
ization, of the inner man. . . .  But today we know what exteriorization 
leads to: the killing of the inner man, and that is the essence of Stalinism. 
The essence of Stalinism is the poisoning of the inner man so that it be-
comes shrunken the way headhunters shrink heads— those shriveled little 
heads— and then disappears entirely. . . .  The inner man must be killed 
for the communist Decalogue to be lodged in the soul.”30 Community, 
defi ned in terms of class, was the antipode of the execrated petty egotism 
of the bourgeois individual. The self had to be denied in order to achieve 
real fraternité. Generations of Marxist intellectuals hastened to annihi-
late their dignity in this apocalyptical race for ultimate certitudes. The 
 whole heritage of Western skeptical rationalism was easily dismissed in 
the name of the revealed light emanating from the Kremlin. The age of 
reason was thus to culminate in the frozen universe of quasi- rational 
terror. Paradoxically, in the aftermath of World War II, Georg Lukács, a 
paragon of Marxist philosophy and staunch supporter of Bolshevism, 
wrote a  whole treatise accusing Western philosophy of having aban-
doned humanist traditions in favor of an overall attempt to destroy 
Reason.31

The subject, the human being— totally ignored at the level of philo-
sophical discourse— was eventually abolished as a physical entity in the 
vortex of the “great purges.” Historian Jochen Hellbeck accurately re-
marked in his analysis of diaries during Stalinism that “an individual liv-
ing under the Bolshevik system could not conceivably formulate a notion 
of himself in de pen dently of the program promulgated by the Bolshevik 
state. An individual and the po liti cal system in which he lived cannot be 
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viewed as two separate entities.”32 These images  were more than meta-
phors, since meta phor suggests an ineffable face of reality, whereas what 
happened under Stalin was awfully visible and immediate. Even those 
diarists who  were targets of po liti cal campaigns or whose close relatives 
 were victims of the purges tried to align their thought with the offi cial 
line:

Stalin- era diarists’ desire for a purposeful and signifi cant life refl ected a 
widespread urge to ideologize one’s life, to turn it into the expression of a 
fi rm, internally consistent, totalizing Weltanschauung. . . .  The regime was 
thus able to channel strivings for self- validation and transcendence that 
emerged outside the ideological boundaries of Bolshevism. In this light, the 
Soviet project emerges as a variant of a larger Eu ro pe an phenomenon of the 
inter- war period that can be described as a two- fold obligation for a per-
sonal world view and for the individuals’ integration into a community. . . .  
The power of the Communist appeal, which promised that those who had 
been slaves in the past could remold themselves into exemplary members of 
humanity, cannot be overestimated.33

Under Stalin, the pro cess of establishing one’s identity was fundamen-
tally conditioned by the party- state’s project of radical transformism.

It can be hardly denied that Fascist and Communist regimes  were the 
antithesis of the Western humanist legacy. In the words of Hungarian 
critical Marxist phi los o pher Ferenc Fehér, the all- embracing telos of 
Nazism was “universal conquest which can only conclude either in a 
collective of the ‘race’ or in the irrelevance of the objective itself when 
the conquest becomes truly universal.” As for the characteristics of the 
Communist bestiarum, Fehér listed the following: the everyday drab-
ness of the gulag, the moblike rudeness of its personnel, rudeness as a 
general atmosphere, a false kind of atheism, and the Jacobin element. 
Writes Fehér:

It is a strange dialectic that many refi ned aspects of the Jacobin project serve 
as a foundation of the outright animal indifference of the bestiarum. The 
fi rst of them is the legitimation of all inhuman acts in the name of the “fu-
ture generations,” whose happiness is allegedly at sake. This is a good anti-
dote against the vestiges of a personal conscience. The second is the collec-
tive moral slandering of the enemy: belonging to a non- accepted group 
becomes  here a sin which also has the useful side- effect of eliminating the 
remnants of Christian compassion. . . .  The extension of the bestiarum in 
“real socialism” cannot be reasonably reduced to the scope of the Gulag 
proper. The culture created by Stalin, attenuated but left fundamentally un-
altered by his heirs and successors, is barbaric precisely in the sense that in it 
there is no line of demarcation between the bestial and the non- bestial. . . .  
Therefore it is not accidental that the only cultural creation in this society 
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has been coming for de cades now only from dissidents who are writing 
about the bestiarum and whose outraged question is precisely this: what 
have you done to our people?34

At the same time, François Furet and Pierre Hassner  were right to em-
phasize the nature of Leninism/Stalinism as pathology of universalism, a 
derailed (devoyé) offspring of the Enlightenment. Naturally, it would be 
preposterous to restrict ourselves to mere ethical condemnation. But it 
would not be by any means commendable to gloss over the moral im-
plications of Stalinism or, echoing a famous essay by the young Georg 
Lukács, the dilemmas of “Bolshevism as a moral problem.” It is impor-
tant, when pondering the fate of Marxism in the twentieth century, to 
grasp the split of personalities, the clash between lofty ideals and pal-
pable practices, the methods of the Stalinist terrorist pedagogy in its 
endeavor to produce a new type of human being whose loyalties and be-
liefs would be decreed by the party. The revenge of history on its 
worshippers— thus could be depicted the terrorist psychosis of the Stalin-
ist massacres. To quote sociologist Alvin W. Gouldner’s perceptive inter-
pretation, “The central strategy of the Marxist project, its concern with 
seeking a remedy to unnecessary suffering, was thus in the end suscepti-
ble to a misuse that betrayed its own highest avowals. The root of the 
trouble was that this conception of its own project redefi ned pity. . . .  The 
human condition was rejected on behalf of the historical condition.”35

As Koestler once pointed out (in his 1938 letter of resignation from 
the exiled German Communist Writers’  Union), for Lenin it was not 
enough to smash his enemy— he wanted to make him look contempt-
ible. László Rajk, Lucretiu P{tr{scanu, Rudolf Slánský, Ana Pauker, 
Vladimir Clementis, Traicho Kostov, Bedrich Geminder, Artur London, 
Rudolf Margolius— all of them had to be portrayed as despicable 
scoundrels and scurrilous vermin. Yesterday’s heroes had become to-
day’s scum.36 To a certain extent, Robert C. Tucker is right to point out 
that “the show trials of 1936– 1938 . . .  for Stalin  were a dramatization 
of his conspiracy view of the Soviet and contemporary world. . . .  The 
Stalinist terror was in large part an expression of the needs of the dicta-
torial personality of Stalin, and these needs continued to generate the 
terror as long as he lived.”37 However, at the core of Lenin’s vision of a 
new society lay an exterminist ethos. Bukharin, whom Cohen labeled 
the “last Bolshevik” and who considered himself the true heir of Lenin, 
emphasized in his volume Economics of the Transition Period, published 
in 1920, that “proletarian coercion in all of its forms, beginning with 
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shooting and ending with labor conscription, is . . .  a method of creat-
ing communist mankind out of the human materials of the capitalist 
epoch.” By the beginning of the 1930s, Bukharin had shifted to a theory 
of “growing into socialism.” However, as he had wisely been warned by 
Trotsky, “The system of apparatus terror cannot come to a stop only at 
the so- called ideological deviations, real or imagined, but must inevita-
bly spread throughout the entire life and activities of the or ga ni za tion.”38 
The Great Terror might have been Stalin’s doing and might have re-
fl ected his “warfare personality” (as Tucker argues), but the principle of 
widespread excisionary violence against those opposed or alien to dicta-
torship of the proletariat was encoded at the heart of Leninism.

Especially after 1951, Stalinist anti- Western, anti- intellectual, and anti- 
Titoist obsessions merged with an increasingly rabid anti- Semitism:

Stalin feared that other peace champ countries would follow the in de pen-
dent Yugo slav model and break away from the infl uential sphere of the So-
viet  Union. He instigated the terror of po liti cal trials to uncover “enemies” 
within each Communist Party in order to discourage dissent. Victims  were 
sought out and accused of connection with Tito’s opposition attitudes and 
treachery. In later cases, the Soviets turned to Zionism and its supposed link 
with Western imperialism as the cause of the Communist betrayal. The show 
trial was a propaganda arm of po liti cal terror. Its aim was to personalize an 
abstract po liti cal enemy, to place it in the dock in fl esh and blood and, with 
the aid of a perverted system of justice, to transform abstract political- 
ideological differences into easily intelligible common crimes. It both incited 
the masses against the evil embodied by defendants and frightened them 
away from supporting any potential opposition.39

Among the East Eu ro pe an Stalinist legal frame- ups, the Slánský trial 
in Prague, in the fall of 1952, symbolized the ultimate conversion of 
Bolshevism into an emerging version of Communist- Fascism. The selec-
tion of the defense (eleven of the fourteen  were prominent Communists 
of Jewish descent); the vicious brutality of the interrogations, which 
included crude anti- Semitic slurs; the hysterical anti- Zionist media cam-
paigns in Czech o slo vak i a and the other Communist countries; the 
 rabidly racist indictment uttered by the chief prosecutor, Josef Urválek; 
the direct involvement of Stalin’s envoys in the concoction of this mega- 
provocation—all these elements conjured up an unpre ce dented chain of 
broken illusions, bitter vendettas, and betrayed loyalties. In the words 
of Artur London, one of three survivors of the trial and a veteran of the 
Spanish Civil War and the French anti- Nazi maquis, who was at the 
moment of his arrest in 1951 deputy foreign minister of Czech o slo vak-
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i a: “Every physical and moral torture was carried to an extreme. I had 
been forced to walk on continuously. . . .  [I]t went on for months, and 
was made all the worse by my having to keep my arms to my sides. My 
feet and legs became swelled. The skin round my toenail burst, and the 
blisters became suppurating wounds.”40 The son of Margolius, one of 
the defendants, imagines his father’s thoughts the night before the trial 
opened at the High Court in Pankrác on November 20, 1952:

Rudolf recalled reading Søren Kierkegaard’s The Concept of Anxiety written 
in 1844, where the great phi los o pher stated: “The individual becomes guilty 
not because he is guilty but because of his anxiety about being thought 
guilty.” Rudolf felt it was his duty to perform as demanded; he was not 
guilty but the Party asked him to support it in its hour of need . . .  ironically 
it was exactly like Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, which [Pavel] Tigrid [a ma-
jor fi gure of the Czech demo cratic exile] had lent him. [Karol] Bacilek [the 
Stalinist minister of state security, 1952– 53] sounded like Gletkin, who told 
Rubashov: “Your testimony at the trial will be the last ser vice you can do to 
the party.” The Party denied the free will of the individual— and at the same 
time, exacted his will in sacrifi ce. Except all that had been fi ction: Rudolf 
was in the real world.41

On the second day of the Slánský trial, Bedrich Geminder, a former 
Comintern offi cial and chief of the International Department of the 
Czechoslovak Communist Party, was subjected to unspeakable depre-
cations linked to his German- Jewish origin:

Judge Novák:  “What nationality are you?”

Defendant Geminder:  “Czech”

Judge Novák:  “Can you speak Czech well?”

Defendent Geminder:  “Yes.”

Judge Novák:  “Do you want an interpreter?”

Defendant Geminder:  “No.”

. . .  

Prosecutor Urválek:  “. . . you never really learned to speak Czech well, not 
even in 1946 when you came back to Czech o slo vak i a and occupied 
important posts in the Communist Party?”

Defendent Geminder:  “No, I didn’t learn to speak Czech properly.”

. . .  

Prosecutor Urválek:  “You cannot really speak any language properly, can 
you? You are a typical cosmopolitan. As such you sneaked into the 
Communist Party.”42
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“Rootless cosmopolitanism” was a Stalinist code word, a counterpart 
to Julius Streicher’s vicious anti- Semitic propaganda. The vilifi ed Gem-
inder, born into a German- Jewish family in Moravia in 1901, had 
joined a Zionist youth group before he became a member of the Com-
munist Party in 1921. In 1928, he was elected to the Executive Commit-
tee of the Communist International of Youth (KAM). Following the 
Munich Pact of 1938, Geminder moved to the Soviet  Union, where he 
joined the Comintern as head of its Press and Information Ser vice under 
the nom de guerre G. Friedrich.43 For his revolutionary ser vices he was 
given the Order of Lenin. He was married to Irene Falcon, a Spanish 
Communist and personal secretary to the general secretary of the Span-
ish Communist Party, the legendary Dolores Ibarruri, la Passionaria.44 
Sentenced to death on November 27, 1952, Geminder was shot on De-
cember 3. On March 6, 1953, Stalin passed away.45

The magic impact of power in classical Stalinism would have been 
unthinkable in the absence of ideology. They feed each other; power 
derives its mesmerizing force from the seductive potential of ideology. 
Man is proclaimed omnipotent, and ideology supervises the identifi ca-
tion of abstract man with concrete power. Veneration of power is rooted 
in contempt for traditional values, including those associated with the 
survival of reason. It is important, therefore, to resist the temptation of 
critical thought, since reason is the enemy of total regimentation. To 
quote one of Stalin’s most important (and vicious) accomplices, Lazar 
Kaganovich, “Treachery in politics always begins with the revision of 
theory.”46 In one of his late aphorisms, Max Horkheimer hinted at the 
philosophical revolution provoked by Marxism. Defending the dignity 
of the individual subject becomes a seditious undertaking, a challenge 
to the prevailing myth of homogeneity: “However socially conditioned 
the individual’s thinking may be, however necessarily it may relate to 
social questions, to po liti cal action, it remains the thought of the indi-
vidual which is not just the effect of collective pro cesses but can also 
take them as its object.”47 Po liti cal shamanism, practiced by alleged 
adversaries of mysticism, thwarts attempts to resist the continual as-
sault on the mind. Marxism- Leninism, which was the code name for the 
ideology of the nomenklatura, aimed to dominate both the public and 
private spheres of social life. Man, both as an individual and as a ci-
toyen, had to be massifi ed. The cult of violence and the sacralization of 
the infallible party line created totally submissive subjects for whom 
any crime ordered by the upper echelons was justifi ed in the name of 
“glowing tomorrows.” Like the ideologically driven Eichmann, Stalin’s 
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“willing executioners” acted on the base of what Hannah Arendt called 
“thoughtlessness.”48

A climate of fear is needed to preserve monolithic unity. To cement 
this frail cohesion, the Stalinist “warfare personality” contrived the dia-
bolical fi gure of the traitor: “The characteristically paranoid perception 
of the world as an arena of deadly hostilities being conducted conspira-
torially by an insidious and implacable enemy against the self fi nds highly 
systematized expression in terms of po liti cal and ideological symbols 
that are widely understood and accepted in the given social milieu. 
Through a special and radical form of displacement of private affects 
upon public objects, this world- image is politicized. In the resulting vision 
of reality, both attacker and intended victim are projected on the scale of 
large human collectivities.”49 In René Girard’s sense, scapegoating50 fed a 
utopia freed of exploitation, antagonism, and the imperative of necessity. 
The origin of this exclusionary logic is of course Lenin’s combatant, in-
transigent Manichaeism, us versus them, who will get rid of whom (kto 
kogo).51 Or, to return to Bukharin’s 1920 volume, Economics of the 
Transition Period, revolutionary force is “midwife” to the transition from 
the ancien régime to the new order: “[It] must destroy the fetters on the 
development of society, i.e., on one side, the old forms of ‘concentrated 
force,’ which have become a counterrevolutionary factor— the old state 
and the old type of production relations. This revolutionary force, on the 
other side, must actively help in the formation of production relations, 
being a new form of ‘concentrated force,’ the state of the new class, which 
acts as the lever of economic revolution, altering the economic structure 
of society.”52 For Bukharin, as for Lenin or Stalin, “the dismantled social 
layers” of the old  were recombined by a proletarian state through the 
etatization, militarization, and mobilization of the production forces. 
Subsequently, the author of The ABC of Communism concluded that 
“the pro cess of socialization in all of its forms [my emphasis]” was “the 
function of the proletarian state.”53 As already shown, in the pro cess of 
eliminating the ambivalences of the Soviet society, the Bolsheviks intro-
duced indiscriminate state violence in the functions of the proletarian 
state. Terror was a central mechanism of ordering the new polity.

Who are the enemies? Where do they come from? What are their 
purposes? Providing answers to these questions was the main function 
of the show trials. Maintaining vigilance, stigmatizing the presumed vil-
lains, and preserving the psychology of universal anguish  were the tasks 
Stalin assigned to the masterminds of successive purges. No fi ssures  were 
admitted in the Bolshevik shield, no doubt could arise that did not 
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conceal mischievous ploys aimed at undermining the system. Time and 
again the refrain was repeated by spineless sycophants: we are sur-
rounded by sworn enemies, we are invincible only inasmuch as we stay 
united. Expressing dissenting views necessarily meant weakening the rev-
olutionary avant- garde. Breaking ranks was considered a mortal sin, and 
suspiciousness was the ultimate revolutionary virtue. In fact, when acqui-
escence is the golden rule, it takes great moral courage to rebel. In the 
homogenous space of totalitarian domination, opposition amounted to 
crime and opponents  were treated as mere criminals. They incarnated dif-
ference and  were therefore seen as outcasts. Ostracism led ultimately to 
mental emancipation, the autonomy of the mind acquired by Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn’s zeks, the population of Stalin’s gulag. The barbed wire was 
thus the symbol of a new kind of boundary between absolute victims 
and relative accomplices of evil. The  whole tragedy of Communism lies 
in this hallucinating statement: the vision of a superior elite whose uto-
pian goals sanctify the most barbaric methods; the denial of the right to 
life to those who are defi ned as “degenerate parasites and predators,” 
the deliberate dehumanization of victims.

The image of man as a mechanism, put forward by French philos-
ophes, found its strange echo in this all- pervading technology of so-
cially oriented murder. This was the acme of radical utopianism, when 
nothing could resist the perpetual motion of foul play. Marxist escha-
tology was imposed through Stalinist demonology. The purge functioned 
as a panopticon where sinners and their secrets came into the open. It 
was a ritual of self- deprecation and ultimate submission to the party’s 
sacrosanct will. Criticism and self- criticism  were party rituals of certitudo 
salutis for the inner- worldly vocation of its members: “The party ap-
peared as a panopticon which could discover at ‘open meetings of the 
nuclei’ the ‘moral corruption and discreditable conduct on the part of 
Party members. The required self- criticism and criticism of the party cad-
res was used as medium to reach their inner conscience, and therefore to 
convert and to convince them to show self- discipline and ‘self- sacrifi cing 
work for the benefi t of communism.’ ”54 Within this construct, morality 
was defi ned in terms of loyalty to a sense of ultimate historical transcen-
dence. Igal Halfi n eminently presented the pro cess by which, through cy-
clical purges in the Soviet  Union (one can consider their embryonic stage 
as 1920– 21), Marxist eschatology morphed into a demonology that 
reached its discursive, exacerbated, and criminal maturity with the Sec-
ond Socialist Transformation triggered by the pyatiletka unleashed to 
build socialism in one country.55 Public discourse was saturated with 
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frightening images of deviators, heretics, spies, agents, and other scoun-
drels. By the mid- 1930s, one can see under Stalinism a pro cess that bears 
a strong resemblance to terror practices under Nazism: “the desubjectifi -
cation of the victim” became “a programmed precondition for his/her 
victimization, a precondition enabling the perpetrator’s enactment of the 
narrative program of extermination.”56 A phenomenology of treason 
was devised to justify carnage, and there was no paucity of intellectuals 
to support this morbid scenario. In other words, perpetrators success-
fully defi ned victims in their own terms. A lingering sentiment that there 
was after all something moral in Bolshevik utopianism, plus the exploi-
tation of anti- Fascist emotions, led to a per sis tent failure to acknowledge 
the basic fact that from its inception Sovietism was a criminal system.

In Stalin’s mind the purges  were means of po liti cal consolidation and 
authority- building, a springboard for newcomers and time- servers. They 
would secure the human basis for effective control over society. One of 
the foremost biographers of Stalin commented on the function and con-
sequences of the Great Purge: “He wanted to achieve an unrestricted 
personal dictatorship with a totality of power that he did not yet 
 possess. . . .  Emerging from the events of 1936– 38 as a personal dictator 
in what was now a truly totalitarian system of power, Stalin had achieved 
the international po liti cal purpose of the Great Purge.”57 In one of his 
most poignant essays, published before World War II in Partisan Review, 
Phillip Rahv put forward a thorough interpretation of the mechanism 
that led to the “great terror”: “These are trials of the mind and of the hu-
man spirit. . . .  In the Soviet  Union, for the fi rst time in history, the indi-
vidual has been deprived of every conceivable means of re sis tance. 
Authority is monolithic: property and politics are one. Under the circum-
stances it becomes impossible to defy the or ga ni za tion; to set one’s will 
against it. One cannot escape it: not only does it absorb the  whole of life 
but it also seeks to model the shapes of death.”58 Without the purges the 
system would have looked radically different. Both victims and benefi cia-
ries of the murderous mechanism  were lumped together by this sacrifi cial 
ritual. For some of the Bolshevik militants liquidated or deported during 
the great purge, the terrorist ordeal amounted to necessary self- 
deprecation and self- abasement. Moreover, it was an opportunity to at-
tain the long- expected absolution for those moments of “derailment” 
when they had dared to oppose Stalin. Zbigniew Brzezinski syntheti-
cally listed long ago the main objectives of the purge: “The cleansing of 
the party, the restoration of its vigor and monolithic unity, the elimina-
tion of enemies, and the establishment of the correctness of its line and 
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the primacy of the leadership.”59 An entire phenomenology of mystical 
servility came about in the pro cess of massacring society, and it was irre-
sponsibly (and enthusiastically) reproduced by many intellectuals who 
had accepted this emasculation of their critical faculties. Residual hopes 
for elusive crumbs of morality within the Communist utopia combined 
with a Machiavellian exploitation of anti- Fascist sentiment led to a tragic 
failure to acknowledge the criminal nature of the Soviet experiment. Still, 
one needs to mention those who saw the reality and refused to remain 
silent. Among these voices of lucidity, one should mention Panait Istrati, 
Boris Souvarine, Ignazio Silone, Carlo Roselli, George Orwell, and other 
intellectuals who challenged the Big Lie.60

The problem with Leninism was the sanctifi cation of ultimate ends, 
and thus the creation of an amoral universe in which the most terrible 
crimes could be justifi ed in the name of a radiant future. In practice, the 
elimination of politics seemed a logical terminus, for the party was the 
embodiment of an extremist collective will.61 This fi xation on ends and 
the readiness to use the most atrocious means to attain them are features 
of many ideological utopias, but in the Leninist experience they reached 
grotesquely tragic limits. Lenin’s ultradeterministic belief in the coming 
of the proletarian order functioned after 1917 as a nihilistic mechanism 
for bringing the world in line with such millennialism. The old order 
needed to be smashed, so its human embodiments  were demonized and 
became targets for merciless persecution. In his manifesto against the 
Mensheviks, One Step Forward, Two Steps Back (1904), Lenin pro-
claimed that “it would be the most criminal cowardice to doubt even for 
a moment the inevitable and complete triumph of the principles of revo-
lutionary Social- Democracy, of proletarian or ga ni za tion and Party disci-
pline [my emphasis].”62 Bertrand Russell noticed as early as 1920 that 
there was a central duality within Bolshevism that contained the move-
ment’s doom: there was, on the one hand, “its commitment to a certain 
conception of modernization,” and, on the other hand, “an ideological 
commitment to an ideological world view shaped by ideological zeal 
and intolerance of other world views, which was a denial of the Enlight-
enment to rational discourse.”63 In other words, Bolshevism was preg-
nant with its own Inquisition from the beginning.

No less important, the appeal of Communism was linked to the 
extraordinary power of its ideology (and the core myth of the party as 
the carrier of reason in history). No other revolutionary movement has 
been as successful as Leninism in turning a gnostic creed into a self- 
hypnotizing weapon. Leninist militants worldwide believed in the myth 
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of the party with an ardor comparable only to the illuminates of religious 
millennial sects. It is important to insist on both the ideological and insti-
tutional foundations of Leninism when we try to fathom the mystery of 
Leninism’s endurance in the twentieth century. The myth of the party as 
the repository of historical wisdom and rationality is the key to grasping 
the dynamics and fi nally the decay and extinction of Leninism. Lenin-
ism, in its various phases, was what Ken Jowitt described as a “Catholic 
moment” in history, when “a universal ‘word’ becomes institutional 
‘fl esh,’ an authoritatively standardized and centered institutional format 
dominates a highly diverse set of cultures.” The Althusserian interpreta-
tion remains valid only if one performs a phraseological inversion: Lenin-
ism was a new praxis of philosophy. The explanation of its longevity in 
the twentieth century can therefore be found in “the promise of the Great 
October Revolution . . .  of the Soviet  Union as socialist hierophany.”64

The biographies of the ideological elites in Soviet- type regimes  were 
usually colorless and lacked any moment of real distinction. In Eastern 
Eu rope, the ideological watchdogs  were recruited from the Muscovite 
factions of the ruling parties. In Hungary, József Révai, once one of 
Georg Lukács’s promising disciples, became a scourge of intellectual life. 
Révai was a member of the Hungarian delegation to various Cominform 
meetings and enthusiastically implemented the Zhdanovist strategy. In 
Romania, the tandem of Iosif Chisinevschi and Leonte R{utu forced the 
national culture into a mortal impasse. Similar denials of genuine na-
tional traditions and an apocryphal sense of internationalism  were pro-
moted by ideological bureaucracies in Czech o slo vak i a (Vilem Kopecky, 
Jiri Hendrich)65 and East Germany (Gerhart Eisner, Albert Norden, Kurt 
Hager).66 All devices  were con ve nient when it came to uprooting vicious 
deviationist temptations. “Bourgeois nationalism” was fused with “root-
less cosmopolitanism” in the diabolical fi gure of the malignant enemy. In 
the meantime, socialist nationalism was thriving. The members of the 
ideological army  were willingly offi ciating in the rites of the cult. De-
prived of their own personality, they  were glad to identify with and invest 
in Stalin’s superpersonality. After the terrorist dissolution of the ego, it 
was normal for the apparatchiks to project themselves into Stalin’s myth 
as an institutionalized superego.

The Cominform emerged in September 1947 as the fi rst attempt to 
institutionalize the satellitization of Eastern Eu rope. It represented an 
initiative to contain and annihilate the centrifugal trends within world 
Communism (the “domesticist” temptation and the search for a “na-
tional path to socialism” championed by militants as different as 
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Gottwald, Gomułka, and P{tr{scanu). It laid the foundation for future 
frameworks of supragovernmental domination and ideological hege-
mony from the Soviet Communist Party. Paradoxically, the Cominform 
brought about the fi rst instance of dissent and revisionism from a party- 
state (the Titoist “heresy”). In Tito’s case there was a signifi cant level of 
ambivalence: he supported enthusiastically Stalin’s new orientation 
(Zhdan ov’s “two camp theory”) but thought the moment was propitious 
for furthering his own hegemonic agenda in the Balkans. One could call 
such a strategic syndrome parallel hegemonism. The irony of the situa-
tion was that the break between the two leaders happened at a time when 
Soviet and Yugo slav visions of class struggle at the world level mirrored 
each other. In 1947– 48, Tito underestimated the total monopoly of power 
achieved by the Kremlin tyrant, and he fancied himself the benefi ciary 
of some leverage in regional decision- making. Historian Ivo Banac cor-
rectly diagnosed the paradox: “The dramatic denouement of 1948 was 
directly connected with Stalin’s fears that Yugo slavia began to take on a 
role of regional communist center and the inherent potential provoca-
tions against the West that such a position entailed.”67 Indeed, the leader 
of the League of Communists in Yugo slavia (until 1952 the Yugo slav 
Communist Party) carried along unabated with his plans of creating a 
Communist Danubian confederation (which was to incorporate Yugo-
slavia, Bulgaria, and Romania)68 while simultaneously persevering in the 
assimilation of the Albanian Communist Party (which in 1948 became 
the Albanian Party of Labor).

The confl ict with Yugo slavia and Tito’s excommunication from the 
Cominform in June 1948 signaled the beginning of dramatic purges in 
Eastern Eu rope Communist parties. It also indicated that Moscow’s he-
gemony could not completely suppress domestic tendencies even in the 
most pro- Soviet Communist factions. Nevertheless, in Stalin’s view, at 
such a dangerous time, when the imperialists had decided to intensify 
their aggressive actions against the budding “people’s democracies,” and 
the threat of a new world war loomed large, no country or leader could 
be allowed to engage in national Communist experiments. Those identi-
fi ed as nationalists could be charged with the most fantastic sins. After 
all, the sole principle of legitimation for the ruling Communist parties in 
the Soviet bloc was their unreserved attachment to the Soviet  Union, 
their readiness to carry out unfl inchingly all of Stalin’s directives. The 
harshness of Stalin’s reaction can be explained by the fact that the Soviet 
Communist Party leadership reactivated the geopo liti cal motif of “capi-

72  |  Pedagogy and the (Il)logic of Stalinism

  



talist encirclement.” In this vein, the end of the Second World War trig-
gered a new imperialist offensive against Communism that, according to 
Stalin, signaled an imminent world- scale armed confl ict. Under the cir-
cumstances, any national Communism temptation had to be crushed in 
the bud. Therefore, within the countries of the Soviet bloc, party leaders 
would be allowed to enjoy the adoration of their subordinates, but their 
cults  were only echoes of the true faith: unswerving love for Stalin. In 
the words of Władisław Gomułka, the cult of the local leaders “could be 
called only a refl ected brilliance, a borrowed light. It shone as the moon 
does.”69

Links with Tito  were used as arguments to demonstrate the po liti cal 
unreliability of certain East Eu ro pe an leaders (e.g., László Rajk in Hun-
gary, who fought in the Spanish Civil War and had maintained friendly 
relations with members of Tito’s entourage). It is worth discussing in 
this context the analysis of forced confessions proposed by Erica Glaser 
Wallach, Noel Field’s foster daughter, whose parents  were members of 
the medical units associated with the International Brigades in Spain:

That depends on you, confess your crimes, cooperate with us, and we shall 
do anything in our power to help you. We might even consider letting you go 
free if we are satisfi ed that you have left the enemy camp and have honestly 
contributed to the cause of justice and progress. We are no man- eaters, and 
we are not interested in revenge. Besides you are not the real enemy; we are 
not interested in you but in the criminals behind you, the sinister forces of 
imperialism and war. You do not have to defend them; they will fi ght their 
own losing battle. People like you we want to help— and we do fre-
quently— to fi nd their way back to a normal life and a decent place in 
 society. . . .  You want to know what a capitalist snake looks like? Take a 
look at her, at that bag of fi lth standing over there. You will never see such a 
low and abominable creature. . . .  Take that dirty smile off your face, you 
American stooge. . . .  You are a prostitute! That’s what you are. Worse than 
that: prostitutes sell only their bodies: you sold your soul. For American dol-
lars, stinking American dollars.70

Domesticism, according to Zbigniew Brzezinski, was an exaggerated 
if frequently unconscious “preoccupation with local, domestic commu-
nist objectives, at the expense of broader, international Soviet goals.”71 It 
was not an elaborated philosophy of opposition to Soviet hegemony, but 
a conviction on the part of some East Eu ro pe an leaders, like Gomułka 
in Poland, Lucretiu P{tr{scanu in Romania, and Traicho Kostov in Bul-
garia, that national interests  were not necessarily incompatible with the 
Soviet agenda and that such purposes could therefore be pursued with 
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impunity. Henceforth, the Cominform’s main task— if not its only 
task— was to suppress such domestic ambitions. The fulfi llment of the 
Stalinist design for Eastern Eu rope included the pursuit of a singular 
strategy that could eventually transform the various national po liti cal 
cultures into carbon copies of the “advanced” Soviet experience. Local 
Communist parties, engaged in frantic attempts to imitate the Stalinist 
model, transplanted and sometimes enhanced the most repulsive charac-
teristics of the Soviet totalitarian system. The purpose of the show trials 
that took place in the people’s democracies was to create a national con-
sensus surrounding the top Communist elite and to maintain a state of 
panic in the population. According to George H. Hodos, a survivor of the 
1949 László Rajk trial in Hungary, those frame- ups  were signals ad-
dressed to all potential freethinkers and heretics in the satellite countries. 
The trials also “attempted to brand anyone who displayed differences of 
opinion as common criminals and/or agents of imperialism, to distort 
tactical differences as betrayal, sabotage, and espionage.”72 However, one 
needs to emphasize that these trials  were not a simple repetition of the 
bloody purges that had devastated the Soviet body politic in the 1930s. 
Between 1949 and 1951 the main victims of the trials  were members of 
the “national Communist elites,” or “home Communists,” as opposed to 
doctrinaire Stalin loyalists. Koçi Xoxe, Traicho Kostov, Lucretiu 
P{tr{scanu, Wladysław Gomułka, and László Rajk had all spent the war 
years in their own countries participating in the anti- Nazi re sis tance 
movement. Unlike their Moscow- trained colleagues, they could invoke 
legitimacy from direct involvement in the partisan movement. Some of 
these “home- grown” Communists may have even resented the conde-
scending attitudes of the “Muscovites,” who traded on their better con-
nections with Moscow and treated the home Communists like ju nior 
partners. Stalin was aware of those factional rivalries and used them to 
initiate the permanent purges in the satellite countries.

In the early 1950s, Stalin became increasingly concerned with the 
role of the Jews as carriers of a “cosmopolitan worldview” and as “ob-
jective” supporters of the West. For the Communists, it did not matter 
whether an individual was “subjectively” against the system; what mat-
tered was what he or she might have thought and done by virtue of his 
or her “objective” status (for instance, coming from a bourgeois family, 
having studied in the West, or belonging to a certain minority). While 
there is a growing and impressive literature dealing with Stalin’s anti- 
Semitism during the later years of his reign, there is a regrettable scar-
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city of analysis of anti- Semitism as a defi ning feature of post- 1948 po-
liti cal culture in the East Eu ro pe an satellites. In a assessment from 1972 
of anti- Semitism in the Soviet  Union, William Korey made an interest-
ing observation:

Anti- Jewish discrimination had become an integral part of Soviet state pol-
icy ever since the late thirties. What it lacked then was an offi cial ideology 
rationalizing the exclusion of Jews from certain positions or justifying the 
suspicion focused upon them. First during 1949– 1953, and then more fully 
elaborated since 1967, the “corporate Jew,” whether “cosmopolitan” or “Zi-
onist,” became identifi ed as the enemy. Pop u lar anti- Semitic stereotyping 
had been absorbed into offi cial channels, generated by chauvinist needs and 
totalitarian requirements. . . .  The ideology of the “corporate Jew” was not 
and is not fully integrated into Soviet thought. It functions on a purely prag-
matic level— to fulfi ll limited, though clearly defi ned, domestic purposes. 
This suggests the possibility that it may be set aside when those purposes 
need no longer be served.73

In Stalin’s mental universe, Jews  were associated with the Mensheviks, 
but even more seditiously with the intraparty opposition headed in the 
1920s by Leon Trotsky, Lev Kamenev, and Grigory Zinoviev. While 
Stalin championed the interests of the Communist apparatus, the op-
positionists  were portrayed as reckless adventurers deprived of commit-
ment to the building of “socialism in one country.” In the 1930s, in a 
famous interview with the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, Stalin defi ned 
anti- Semitism as a latter- day form of cannibalism. It may well have been 
that strong anti- Semitic feelings developed in his mind, especially after 
World War II, during the campaigns to assert Rus sian priorities in cul-
ture and science and restore complete ideological regimentation.

Timothy Snyder argues that the anti- Semitism in postwar Stalinism 
was tightly connected to the affi rmation of Rus sians as the “safe base” of 
the regime after 1945. The starting point of this pro cess was, of course, 
Stalin’s famous victory toast to “the Great Rus sian nation” just after the 
end of the war. However, as Snyder stressed, “war on the Soviet territory 
was fought and won chiefl y in Soviet Belarus and Soviet Ukraine, rather 
than in Soviet Rus sia.” But “Soviet Rus sia was much less marked by the 
Holocaust than Soviet Ukraine or Soviet Belarus, simply because the Ger-
mans arrived later and  were able to kill fewer Jews (about sixty thou-
sand, or about one percent of the Holocaust). In this way, too, Soviet 
Rus sia was more distant from the experience of the war.” In the opera-
tion of insulating “the Rus sian nation, and of course all of the other 
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nations, from cultural infection . . .  [o]ne of the most dangerous intel-
lectual plagues would be interpretations of the war that differed from 
Stalin’s own.”74 The tragedy of the Jews in the Soviet  Union

could not be enclosed within the Soviet experience, and was thus a threat to 
postwar Soviet mythmaking. About 5.7 million Jewish civilians had been 
murdered by the Germans and Romanians, of whom some 2.6 million  were 
Soviet citizens in 1941. This meant not only that more Jewish civilians  were 
murdered in absolute terms than members of any other Soviet nationality. It 
also meant that more than half of the cataclysm took place beyond the post-
war boundaries of the Soviet  Union. From a Stalinist perspective, even the 
experience of the mass murder of one’s peoples was a worrying example of 
exposure to the outside world. . . .  Precisely because extermination was a 
fate common to Jews across borders, its recollection could not be reduced to 
that of an element in the Great Patriotic War.75

The outcome of the new founding myth of Stalin’s Soviet  Union had an 
ominous impact upon the memory and role of the Jews in the new pol-
ity: “The murder of the Jews was not only an undesirable memory in 
and of itself; it called forth other undesirable memories. It had to be 
forgotten.”76 Under the circumstances, the Soviet Jews rapidly became 
enemies “masquerading in the guise of Soviet people.”77

Chief ideologue Andrei Zhdanov played a major role in the campaign, 
including the notorious Central Committee resolutions regarding literary 
journals, philosophy, and music. Initially a supporter of the formation of 
the State of Israel, Stalin developed strong misgivings regarding the pre-
sumed “divided loyalty” of Soviet Jewish citizens to their homeland. 
Members of the Jewish Anti- Fascist Committee (a Soviet propaganda 
arm during the war)  were arrested under hallucinating charges of con-
spiracy to disband the Soviet  Union and to create “a Jewish state in 
Crimea.” Among the victims of this anti- Semitic witch hunt  were major 
Yiddish language poets (among them Peretz Markisch and David Bergel-
son), Old Bolshevik intellectuals, a former member of the Central Com-
mittee and deputy minister of foreign affairs, Solomon Lozovsky, and 
academician Lina Shtern, a prominent physician who had come to the 
USSR as a po liti cal refugee from Nazi Germany. The defendants, includ-
ing Lozovsky, refused to confess. With several exceptions recruited among 
secret po liti cal police informers, they  were sentenced to death and exe-
cuted in the summer of 1952 (Lina Shtern was the exception, probably 
because of her prestige among German Communists).78

Stalin’s fi nal paranoia consisted in the designation of Jews— in the 
USSR as well as in East Central Europe— as the new “enemies of the 
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people,” as treacherously villainous as the Trotskyists in the 1930s. No 
one was spared suspicion: even the most loyal Communists could be 
spies and renegades, double- dealers and wreckers, especially those who 
might nourish hidden Zionist propensities. This Judeophobic cosmology 
included real and imagined Zionists but no real enemy of the Soviet 
 Union. During the last month of Stalin’s life, the anti- Semitic campaign 
reached its climax with thousands of layoffs of Jews in major Soviet in-
stitutions and the arrest of Kremlin doctors, mostly Jewish, who  were 
accused of having poisoned or deliberately applied wrong treatments to 
such Stalinist luminaries as Andrei Zhdanov, Aleksander Scherbakov, 
and Marshall Ivan Konev.79 The propaganda department was instructed 
to obtain public endorsements from highly recognized Jewish personali-
ties in support of imminent decisions to punish those suspected of dis-
loyalty and treason. Among those approached by Central Committee 
emissaries  were writer Ilya Ehrenburg and historian Isaac Mints, a mem-
ber of the Soviet Academy of Science. Although a fl amboyant supporter 
of Stalinist peace campaigns, the former refused to sign a letter meant 
to be published in the party daily, Pravda.80 The latter did it, probably 
after heartbreaking agony:

Mints’s daughter said that her father was deeply frightened and troubled by 
the accusations against him, and news of the Doctor’s Plot only exacerbated 
his fears. She still remembers how pale he was when, after Stalin’s death, he 
brought her the newspaper announcing that the so- called plot had been a 
fabrication. He spoke not a word, just showed her the headline. But Mints 
may also have felt that he was acting within the prescribed norms of Bolshe-
vik academic culture. Mints could accept his public denunciation and par-
ticipate in an obvious fabrication of Jewish sentiments because these  were 
part of a cultural pro cess and lexicon that he knew well. It was part of the 
standard public ritual that one had to go through to be a Bolshevik and to 
show one’s commitment and loyalty.81

While the specter of a massive pogrom loomed over the Soviet Jewish 
population, in the people’s democracies, the struggle against “rootless 
cosmopolitanism” allowed certain local leaders to engage in an elite 
purge against the “Muscovite” factions dominated by Communists of 
Jewish extraction (many of whom had fl ed Fascism and had sought ref-
uge in the Soviet  Union between the two wars).82 The elimination of 
those otherwise totally loyal Stalinists reached a spectacular level in 
Czech o slo vak i a, where the chief defendant was Rudolf Slánský, who un-
til September 1951 had been the general secretary of the ruling Commu-
nist Party and in that capacity had presided over the ruthless persecution 

Pedagogy and the (Il)logic of Stalinism  |  77

  



of Communists and non- Communists. Since the trial had to confi rm Sta-
lin’s conviction about the existence of a worldwide conspiracy threaten-
ing the Communist bloc, there was no way to exonerate any of the defen-
dants. Furthermore, the anti- Semitic charges  were bound to appeal to 
pro- Communist chauvinistic prejudices in the  whole region. The numer-
ous instances of anti- Semitism under so- called state socialism cannot be 
simply disregarded as aberrations. As Vassily Grossman rightly pointed 
out, since under totalitarian regimes there is no civil society, “there can 
only be state anti- Semitism.”83 Under Communism, the Jews became a 
target of policies of exclusion, isolation, and punishment on the basis 
of their ethnicity,  were deemed potentially disloyal (“enemies of the 
 people”) and inherently bourgeois (“class enemies”). Jewish identity 
turned at times under Communism into an innate, invariable, and even 
hereditary source of otherness that called for state- engineered excision.

In addition, postwar Stalinist anti- Semitism forced Jewish Commu-
nists to persevere in the denial of their own identity. Very few main-
tained their Jewish names (Ana Pauker, Jakub Berman), while most 
adopted names attuned to ethnic majorities (Mátyás Rákosi, Roman 
Zambrowski, Leonte R{utu). Generally speaking, Jewish Communists 
abjured their background, proudly severed all links with their ances-
tors’ traditions, and engaged in vitriolic attacks on “Jewish bourgeois 
nationalism.” They  were, to use Isaac Deutscher’s term, “non- Jewish 
Jews.” After 1945, though, “Jewish Stalinists . . .   were caught between 
Stalinist anti- Semitism in Moscow and pop u lar anti- Semitism in their 
own country.” For example, Timothy Snyder remarks that in Poland 
“Jewish communists had to stress that their po liti cal identifi cation with 
the Polish nation was so strong that it erased their Jewish origins and 
removed any possibility of distinct Jewish policies.”84 Under the cir-
cumstances, Stalinist anti- Semitism was both criminal and conducive to 
an entire community’s erasure from the recognized grand narratives of 
the postwar order under Communism.

A direct consequence of the Slánský events in Czech o slo vak i a was the 
purge trial of Paul Merker, a member of the Central Committee of the 
Socialist Unity Party (SED) since 1946. His initial downfall came about 
because of his relationship during the Second World War with Noel Field 
and Otto Katz (part of the group tried and executed in Prague in 1951). 
However, the crux of the accusations against Merker concerned his opin-
ions and positions on the Jewish question in post- 1945 Germany. In 
1952, the SED’s Central Party Control Commission produced a docu-
ment that detailed Merker’s errors. Unsurprisingly, it was entitled “Les-
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sons of the Trial against the Slánský Conspiracy Centre.” The commis-
sion insisted that Merker was involved in “the criminal activity of Zionist 
organizations,” which, allied with “American agents,” aimed to destroy 
the “people’s democracies” in Eastern Eu rope. Additionally, it claimed 
that Merker tried “winning over SED comrades of Jewish descent.”85 
During interrogation (both by the Stasi and the People’s Commissariat 
for Internal Affairs), Merker was stamped as a Judenknecht (“servant of 
the Jews”). In an interesting twist, even after the 1954 resolution of the 
Noel Field case, Merker was not released. On the contrary, now his 
 whole trial was focused on his alleged collaboration with Jewish capital-
ist and cosmopolitan circles. He was sentenced in 1955 to eight years in 
prison but was released in 1956 without ever being fully rehabilitated. 
Nevertheless, Merker and his spouse never attempted to fl ee to West Ger-
many. Taking an exemplarily Rubashov- like approach, Merker stated, 
“In the trial against me, I did without a defense lawyer in order to help 
keep the proceedings absolutely secret.” Again, the (il)logic of Stalinism 
was at work: “He had made efforts to prevent ‘enemies of the DDR’ from 
using his case, and he and his wife had been and would remain silent 
about the case.”86 His trial, sentence, and interrogation minutes  were in-
deed kept secret, emerging only after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

In May 1952 the Romanian media announced the elimination of 
three members of the Politburo, two of whom had been the leaders of 
the party’s Moscow émigré center during World War II. All three had 
been party secretaries and had shared absolute power with the leader of 
the domestic faction, Gheorghe Gheorghiu- Dej. Ana Pauker, a veteran 
Communist leader who long had been lionized by international propa-
ganda as an impeccable Communist fi ghter, lost her job as minister of 
foreign affairs and was put under  house arrest. Her Muscovite ally, the 
Hungarian- born Vasile Luca, was accused of economic sabotage during 
his tenure as minister of fi nance and of collaboration with the bourgeois 
police during the party’s underground activity. Luca was arrested and 
died in prison in the early 1960s. The third member of the group, Teohari 
Georgescu, a home Communist and former minister of internal affairs 
whose principal fault consisted in his close association with the Pauker- 
Luca faction, was also jailed but soon released, though never reinstated in 
party positions. The Romanian case is a perfect example of country dy-
namics determined by party factionalism and sectarianism. It can be said 
that the more marginal and less historically representative a Communist 
party was, the more profound its sectarianism was. The Romanian Com-
munist Party (RCP), torn apart by internal struggles among its three 
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centers87 during the underground period, preserved a besieged fortress 
mentality even after World War II. Given that in the pre- 1945 period 
mutual accusations had usually resulted in the expulsion of the mem-
bers of the defeated faction, once the party was in power, the effects of 
the continued struggles  were catastrophic. Once established as a ruling 
party, the RCP projected a vision based on exclusiveness, fi erce dogma-
tism, and universal suspicion at the national level.

The mystique of the party called for complete abrogation of its mem-
bers’ critical faculties. As Franz Borkenau put it, Communism, “a Uto-
pia based upon the belief in the omnipotence of the ‘vanguard,’ cannot 
live without a scapegoat, and the procedures applied to detect them, in-
vent them, become only more cruel and reckless.”88 For all practical pur-
poses, the po liti cal history of the international Communist movement is 
the history of continual purges of different factions branded by the vic-
tors as “anti- party deviations.” Those defeated in party power struggles 
 were labeled factionalists, whereas the winners  were lionized as champi-
ons of the “holy cause” of party unity.

Whereas the Slánský trial and the “doctor’s plot” seem to represent 
the limits of the Stalinist system’s irrationality, the purge of the Pauker- 
Luca- Georgescu group is primarily an expression of domestic revolu-
tionary pragmatism. This pro cess involved massive purges of the Jewish 
Demo cratic Committee and the Hungarian Committee, suggesting a 
concerted campaign of weakening the Moscow faction. In the Byzan-
tine schemes that devoured the Romanian Communist elite, the mysti-
cal internationalism of the Comintern period was gradually replaced by 
a cynical position embellished with nationalist, even xenophobic, mo-
tifs. Gheorghiu- Dej and his acolytes not only speculated about Stalin’s 
anti- Semitism but did not hesitate to play the same card.89 The stakes 
 were absolute power, and the Jewishness of rivals was an argument that 
could be used with the Soviet dictator. If the national Stalinists  were the 
prime benefi ciaries of Stalin’s warning not to transform the party from a 
“social and class party into a race party,”90 they  were neither its initia-
tors nor its architects. No less caught up in the same perverse mecha-
nism of self- humiliation than their Polish and Hungarian colleagues, the 
Romanian Stalinists—Gheorghiu- Dej, Chisinevschi, and Ceausescu as 
much as Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca— were willing perpetrators of Sta-
lin’s designs. They  were allowed by the Soviet dictator to gain autonomy 
not from the center but from another generation of the center’s agents. It 
was indeed a sort of moment of emancipation, but one that signaled 
Moscow’s sanctioning of the coming of age of a new Stalinist elite in 
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Romania. The history of the Stalinist ruling group in other East- Central 
Eu ro pe an countries is strikingly similar. There is the same sense of po liti-
cal predestination, the same lack of interest in national values, the same 
obsequiousness vis-à- vis the Kremlin.

An indicator of the continuous Stalinist nature of the Romanian re-
gime, of its permanent purge mentalité, is Leonte R{utu’s fateful lon-
gevity in the highest power echelons as the high priest of a cultural 
revolution à la roumaine.91 A prominent party veteran of Bessarabian- 
Jewish origin, perfectly fl uent in Rus sian, he was the architect of anti-
cultural politics of Stalinism in Romania. Until his removal from the 
Po liti cal Executive Committee in the summer of 1981, he epitomized a 
perinde ac cadaver commitment to the Marxist- Leninist cause. He was 
the most signifi cant fi gure of the “party intellectuals,” who produced, 
reproduced and instrumentalized ideological orthodoxy. A professional 
survivor prone to the most surreal dialectical acrobatics, Leonte R{utu 
adjusted and took advantage of the regime’s gradual systemic degenera-
tion, making a successful transition from professional revolutionary to 
cunning and slippery bureaucrat always ready to hunt down heretics 
among party ranks and within society as  whole. Born in 1910, R{utu 
joined the RCP in 1929 (while a student in mathematics at Bucharest 
University) and in the 1930s became head of the propaganda and agita-
tion department. In Doftana Prison he came in contact with Gheorghiu- 
Dej and Nicolae Ceausescu. In the following years he became the editor 
of Scînteia, the party’s illegal newspaper. In 1940 he left Romania and 
took refuge in the USSR, becoming the director of the Romanian sec-
tion of Radio Moscow. He returned to the country with Ana Pauker, 
Vasile Luca, and Valter Roman, and initiated a domestic version of Zhda-
novism. In one of his most vehemently Zhdanovite speeches, “Against 
Cosmopolitanism and Objectivism in Social Sciences,”92 R{utu declared 
war on everything that was worthy in the national culture: “The channels 
by which cosmopolitan views become pervasive, especially among intel-
lectuals, are well known: servility to and kowtowing to bourgeois cul-
ture, the empty talk of the so- called community of progressive scientists 
and the representatives of reactionary, bourgeois science, national nihil-
ism, meaning the negation of all that is valuable and progressive for each 
people in his culture and history, the contempt for the people’s language, 
hatred of the building of socialism, the defamation of all that is new and 
developing, replacing the partiinost with bourgeois objectivism, which 
ignores the fundamental difference between socialist, progressivist cul-
ture and bourgeois, reactionary culture.”93
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After 1953, he pursued a seemingly more balanced approach, as a 
defense mechanism in the context of de- Stalinization. His main weapon 
in these changing times was that of manipulation. The individual was 
always a tool with no distinct personality (rather being a complex of 
acquired or ascribed features); when s/he displayed the will for autono-
mous action, s/he became a victim of the diabolical logic of the purge (an 
excellent example is the career of Mihai Beniuc, the “little tyrant from the 
Writers’  Union,” as veteran Communist poet Miron Radu Paraschivescu 
once called him). R{utu’s cynicism and opportunism  were fl agrant in 
1964, when the same individual who had directed the Sovietization of 
Romanian culture initiated a strident campaign against academia, which 
he unmasked and accused of “having forgotten true national values” and 
of “shamelessly showing fealty to even the slightest Soviet achievement.” 
Leonte R{utu’s career was fundamentally characterized by an extraordi-
nary capacity for siding with those in power within the RCP. He fi rst be-
came a favorite of Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca, obtaining his position at 
Radio Moscow and his initial nominations in Romania because of this 
connection. By 1952, he jumped into Dej’s boat, being, along with Miron 
Constantinescu, the author of the May- June Plenary Session resolution, 
the text on which the purge proceedings  were based (what came to be 
known as “the June nights”). His inquisitorial contribution to the Pauker 
case was not the fi rst (see his involvement in unmasking P{tr{scanu’s in-
tellectual “crimes”) and  wouldn’t be the last such activity. In 1957, he 
was again on the prosecutor’s bench during the party action against 
Chisinevschi- Constantinescu (these events are often labeled in Romanian 
historiography “a failed de- Stalinization”). After the downfall of these 
two, who had been direct competitors in the struggle to administer the 
cultural front, R{utu became the unchallenged patriarch of the Commu-
nist politics of culture. With the exception of the period when he shared 
power with Grigore Preoteasa, R{utu created an apparatus manned by 
mediocre individuals, whose ego equaled their incompetence (e.g., Mihail 
Roller and Pavel Tugui). The biography of Leonte R{utu is the perfect 
expression of the perverse game of Stalinist masks. Dissimulation, ethical 
promiscuity, and hypocrisy  were the only constants of the apparatchik’s 
existence, a full- blown retreat from any moral imperative. R{utu was the 
incarnation of the diabolical antilogic of Stalinism: an individual experi-
encing an irresistible pro cess of personal decline based upon unswerving 
subordination to the party leader beyond considerations such as reason, 
honor, and dignity.
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The mind of the Stalinist elites in Eastern Eu rope was impressively 
revealed by the Polish journalist Teresa Toránska in a series of interviews 
conducted in the early 1980s with some former leaders of the Polish 
Communist Party. The most illuminating of these interviews is with the 
former Politburo member and Central Committee secretary Jakub Ber-
man, who tried to defend the actions of his po liti cal generation. According 
to Berman, Polish Communists  were right in championing Stalin’ policies 
in Poland because the Soviets guaranteed his country’s social and na-
tional liberation. The leaders of the Soviet- bloc Communist parties  were 
convinced, like Lenin at the moment he founded the Bolshevik party, that 
the people needed an external force to enlighten them, that without such 
a vanguard party there was no hope of true emancipation. Berman was 
convinced that a day would come when mankind would do justice to this 
chiliastic dream of global revolution, and all the atrocities and crimes of 
Stalinism would be remembered only as passing incidents: “I am none-
theless convinced that the sum of our actions, skillfully and consistently 
carried out, will fi nally produce results and create a new Polish con-
sciousness; because all the advantages fl owing from our new path will be 
borne out, must be borne out, and . . .  there will fi nally be a breakthrough 
in mentality which will give it an entirely new content and quality.”94

In his absolute belief that history was on his and his comrades’ side, 
Berman was not alone. His was a mindset characteristic of the Com-
munist elites in all Soviet satellite countries. Such (il)logic explains the 
frenzy of submission syndrome: the readiness to engage in any form of 
self- debasement and self- deprecation as long as such gestures  were re-
quired by the party. The East Eu ro pe an Communist leaders  were sea-
soned militants for whom Stalin’s personality was an example of correct 
revolutionary conduct. They admired the Soviet leader’s intransigence 
and his uncompromising struggle against oppositional factions, and they 
shared his hostility to the West. They believed in the theory of perma-
nent intensifi cation of the class struggle and did their best to create a 
repressive system where critical tendencies could be immediately weeded 
out. Their minds  were Manichean: Socialism was right, capitalism was 
wrong, and there was no middle road. During their Communist under-
ground ser vice, the Soviet- bloc Communists had learned to see Stalin’s 
catechistic formulations as the best formulations of their own thoughts 
and beliefs. They fully internalized a diabolical pedagogy based upon a 
belief in being ordained as both juror and executioner, for their legiti-
macy drew from a fanatical obedience to the vozhd. When Stalin died, 
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his East Eu ro pe an disciples  were orphaned: more than their parties’ sup-
porter, they lost their protector, the embodiment of their highest dreams, 
the hero they had come to revere, the symbol of their vigor, passion, and 
boundless enthusiasm.

The logic of Stalinism excluded vacillation and hesitation, numbed 
critical reasoning and intelligence, and instituted Soviet- style Marxism 
as a system of universal truth inimical to any form of doubt. The perma-
nent purge, the basic technique of Stalinist demonology, was the modern 
equivalent of the medieval witch hunt. It was eagerly adopted by Stalin’s 
East Eu ro pe an apprentices and adapted to their own purposes. Echoing 
Stalin’s fervid cult, East Eu ro pe an leaders engineered similar campaigns 
of praise and idolatry in their own countries. The party was identifi ed 
with the supreme leader, whose chief merit consisted in having correctly 
applied the Stalinist line. The solutions to all disturbing questions could 
be found in Stalin’s writings, and those who failed to discover the an-
swers  were branded “enemies of the people.” Members of the traditional 
po liti cal elites, members of the clergy, and representatives of the nation-
alist intelligentsia who had refused to collaborate with the new regimes 
 were sentenced to long prison terms following dramatic show trials or 
cursory camera trials. That was the fi rst stage of the purge in Eastern Eu-
rope. After 1949 the purges fed upon the Communist elites themselves, 
and through them many faithful Stalinists experienced fi rsthand the 
effects of the unstoppable terrorist machine they had helped set in 
motion.

Societies under Stalinism  were restructured by a reimagining of class 
community, which in itself refl ected these regimes’ visions of all- out con-
spiracies both internally and externally. As Sheila Fitzpatrick judiciously 
notes, it took only one step and “the imagined class basis of the con-
spiracy would fall away.”95 Class guilt frequently overlapped with na-
tional profi ling during Stalin’s reign. Erik van Ree explains that for 
Stalin “national characters  were shared by all members of the nation; 
they formed a ‘mentality [dukhovnyi oblik] of the people who come 
together in a nation.’ This ‘stable’ mentality was furthermore transmit-
ted over time, as a ‘psychological makeup [psikhicheskii sklad] that was 
formed among them from generation to generation as a result of identi-
cal conditions of existence.’ ”96 Such an approach to the nationalities 
problem allowed Stalin to indulge in national ste reo types, which he su-
perimposed upon Bolshevism’s ultrarationalistic vision of social engi-
neering. In this worldview, Rus sians and other nationalities became the 
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heroes storming any fortress, while those who  were perceived as unwill-
ing to dedicate themselves to Stalin’s “heroic modernity”  were stigma-
tized as a de cadent species spoiled by a profi t- seeking mentality. This 
form of po liti cal romanticism played upon existing ste reo types in the 
population at large. No wonder that in the letters sent to Pravda in 
early 1953, most speakers agreed that “it was high time to purge Jews 
from the Party and from leading positions in state ser vice and the pro-
fessions.” The solution to the perceived treacherousness of the Jews was 
their “education through labor.”97

Thus a central aspect of post- 1945 purges both in the Soviet  Union 
and Eastern Eu rope was Stalinist anti- Semitism. This phenomenon was 
rooted in Stalin’s own mentality, in the immediate aftermath of the war, 
and in the prejudices of majority populations in these countries. Even if 
some of its origins lay in the 1930s (after all, many of the Old Bolshe-
viks who  were eliminated by Stalin  were of Jewish origin), Stalinist anti- 
Semitism was a direct product of the Soviet leader’s post- 1945 world-
view. It may not have had the same murderous results as the Great Terror, 
but “it confused the Eu ro pe an past”: “Stalinist anti- Semitism haunted 
Eastern Eu rope long after the death of Stalin. It was rarely a major tool of 
governance, but it was always available in moments of po liti cal stress. 
Anti- Semitism allowed leaders to revise the history of war time suffering 
(recalled as the suffering only of Slavs) and also the history of Stalinism 
itself (which was portrayed as the deformed, Jewish form of commu-
nism).”98 Indeed, anti- Semitism resurfaced often during the existence of 
the Soviet bloc. In some cases, it was part and parcel of the building of 
socialist nations. As I discussed elsewhere, national Stalinism in Romania 
or in Poland or East Germany was characterized, among other things, by 
reaffi rmation of the Jew among the archetypical Others of the dominant 
ethnic group.99 But the most destructive legacy of Stalinist anti- Semitism 
is its obfuscation of the Holocaust. Timothy Snyder excellently formu-
lates this paradox: “So long as communists governed most of Eu rope, the 
Holocaust could never be seen for what it was.”100 In other words, Sta-
lin’s mystifi cation of the mass murder of the Jews set up the competitive 
regimes of memory in post- 1989 East and Central Eu rope. On the one 
hand, for de cades the Holocaust had not been remembered and the truth 
about the genocide of the Jews had remained hidden. On the other hand, 
the dimensions of the crimes of Stalinism and of the various Commu-
nist regimes  were only surfacing to their true extent. Taking Snyder’s 
point a bit further, the silence about both the gulag and the Holocaust 
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in Eastern Eu rope ensured that these radically traumatic historical expe-
riences are yet to fully be a part of the common history of Eu rope.101

To return to the more general problem of Stalinism’s exterminism, I 
agree with Leszek Kołakowski, who believed the purges had an integra-
tive function, contributing to the destruction of the last vestiges of sub-
jective autonomy and creating a social climate where no one would even 
dream of criticism. According to the great Polish phi los o pher, “The ob-
ject of a totalitarian system is to destroy all forms of communal life that 
are not imposed by the state and closely controlled by it, so that indi-
viduals are isolated from one another and become mere instruments in 
the hands of the state. The citizen belongs to the state and must have no 
other loyalty, not even to the state ideology.”102 Communist victims be-
longed to a category described by Stalinist legal theory as “objective en-
emies.” They  were people who once in their lives might have expressed 
reservations about the sagacity of Soviet policies or, even worse, might 
have criticized Stalin personally. Stalinism functioned on the basis of an 
exhaustively repressive strategy displaying pedagogical ambitions and 
vaunting itself as the triumph of ethical spirit and egalitarian collectiv-
ism. Nicolas Werth enunciates, along these lines, the following diagno-
sis: “Throughout Stalin’s dictatorship of a quarter of a century, repres-
sive phenomena varied, evolved, and took on different forms and scope. 
They refl ected transformations of the regime itself in a changing world. 
This adaptable violence was characterized by various levels of intensity, 
continual displacements, shifting targets, often unpredictable sequences, 
and excesses that blurred the line between the legal and extralegal.”103 
Maniacal purging consummate with self- devouring was both the praxis 
and the theoretical legitimation of this extremist and exterminist system. 
To paraphrase the title of a famous novel of Stalin’s era, this is How the 
Steel Was Tempered.
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chapter 3

Lenin’s Century
Bolshevism, Marxism, and the Rus sian Tradition

The use of inhumane methods to achieve impossible ends is 
the essence of revolutionary utopianism.

—John Gray, Black Mass

Created by Lenin and refi ned by Stalin, the one- party 
dictatorship and command economy would be Rus sian’s 
most consequential bequest to twentieth- century history.

—Steven G. Marks, How Rus sia Shaped the Modern World

Marxism was, as Leszek Kołakowski once said, the greatest philoso-
phical fantasy of modern times. It was a gigantic Manichean po liti cal 
myth, a major script of po liti cal modernity that contrasted the forces of 
reaction, barbarism, and decay to those of historical progress, reason, 
and human liberation. It promised salvation via the destruction of a sys-
tem based on domination, exploitation, and alienation. The proletariat, 
in this soteriological vision, was the universal redeemer or, as young 
Marx put it, the messiah- class of history.1 Feverishly appealing to what 
historian Norman Cohn called highly emotional mass movements, both 
Leninism and Fascism created millenarian so cio log i cal and psychological 
constellations. Both  were militant chiliasms that energized extraordinary 
ardor among unconditionally committed followers. Focusing on revolu-
tionary messianism in medieval and Reformation Eu rope and its rever-
berations in modern totalitarian experiences, Cohn pointed out that there 
was no call “to distinguish overmuch between what so far had been the 
two major forms of totalitarianism, Communism on the one hand and 
German National Socialism on the other.” He continues: “Admittedly it 
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seems a far cry from the atavism, the crude tribalism, the vulgar irratio-
nalism and open sadism of the Nazis to the ostensibly humanitarian 
and universalistic, scientifi c, and rational outlook of the Communist— 
and still it is true that both these movements shared certain features 
so extraordinary as to suggest the emergence of a form of politics 
vastly different from any known in the past.”2

Violence and the Quest 
for the Perfect Community

National Socialism never achieved a level of theoretical coherence and 
conceptual sophistication comparable to the Marxian paradigm and its 
offshoots. It would be impossible to speak seriously about Nazi philos-
ophy. Even Stalin’s thought was more intellectually structured that Hit-
ler’s nebulous vagaries. Yet the inner core of deep anticapitalist, anti-
liberal, and antidemo cratic obsessions could be found in both of these 
otherwise inimical doctrines.3 Leninism and National Socialism (or more 
generically, Fascism)  were founded upon programs of total societal mobi-
lization intended to achieve a radical transformation of the body politic. 
The fi rst step in the revolutions promoted by Leninism and Fascism (Ger-
man and Italian) was the takeover of power. The mode of takeover was 
fundamentally exclusionary in relation to all other po liti cal formations 
or adversaries. For Lenin, once imposed via the Bolshevik insurrection, 
the “dictatorship of the proletariat” was irreversible and unrestrained by 
any law. In March 1933, Hitler announced, “The government will em-
bark upon a systematic campaign to restore the nation’s moral and mate-
rial health. The  whole educational system, theatre, fi lm, literature, the 
press, and broadcasting— all these will be used as means to this end.”4 
Indeed, during the trial of the army offi cers imprisoned for their involve-
ment with National Socialism in Leipzig in 1930, Hitler had declared 
that he aimed at a “legal revolution,” which meant entering “the legal 
agencies and in that way [making] our Party the determining factor.” 
However, like the Bolsheviks’ stance in 1917, this method only opened 
the gates for the Nazi Party’s absolute dictatorship. In Hitler’s words, 
“Once we possess the constitutional power, we will mould the state into 
the shape we hold suitable.”5

This approach was disturbingly reminiscent of the Bolshevik pre ce-
dent. Lenin believed that any wavering in taking power was a criminal 
act. Po liti cal historian Stephen Cohen gave an excellent characteriza-
tion of the path to government of Lenin’s party: “A minority party to 
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the end (they received about 25 percent of the votes for the Constituent 
Assembly in November), the Bolsheviks neither inspired nor led the 
revolution from below; but they alone perceived its direction and sur-
vived it.”6 Just like the Nazis and Italian Fascists, Bolsheviks knew that 
they wanted to rule because each believed in a perceived historical, trans-
formative, and redemptive mission. And to attain this end, all means  were 
justifi ed. To quote Lazar Kaganovich, one of Stalin’s henchmen, “Com-
rades, it has long been known that for us Bolsheviks democracy is no fe-
tish.”7 Fascists and Communists alike believed in the imperative of cre-
ative destruction of the old world in order to create new civilizations 
based upon new men, new social systems that in their turn would gener-
ate a new international order. To paraphrase Roger Griffi n, these two 
po liti cal movements  were utterly consumed with palinge ne tic, revivalist 
fervor.

Leninism’s belief in the purifying effect of shattering the world was 
founded upon the writings of the founding fathers— Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels. According to Marx, what was unique about “the Revo-
lution was not just that no further event was to follow it, but that no 
other event need follow it, because in the Revolution the  whole purpose 
of History was to be fulfi lled.”8 Marxism was fi rst and foremost a Pro-
methean attempt to get rid of an abhorred bourgeois order based on 
market relations (private property), transcend reifi ed social relations, and 
or ga nize revolutionary social forces for the ultimate confrontation, which 
would result in a “leap from the kingdom of necessity into the kingdom 
of freedom.”9 Marx’s strong demarcation of his revolutionary thought in 
contrast to other versions of socialism (Christian, reactionary- feudal, 
petty- bourgeois, critical- utopian) is intimately linked to his fi rm belief, 
especially after 1845, that he was in the know (the postulate of epistemic 
infallibility), and that his Weltanschauung was essentially scientifi c, that 
is, nonutopian. For Marx, the conviction that history was governed by 
laws, a Hegelian viewpoint that he consistently promoted, meant that 
once these laws  were grasped, reason (thought) and revolution (action) 
would coincide in the global proletarian liberation.10 The understanding 
of social and natural forces allowed for the full realization of the trans-
formative ethos: “Once we do understand them [social and natural 
forces], once we grasp their action, their direction, their effects, it depends 
only on ourselves to subject them more and more to our own will, and by 
means of them to reach our own ends.”11 Subsequently, in the name of 
proletarian (authentic) democracy, formal liberties could be suspended, 
even suppressed. To achieve a higher version of morality, emancipated 
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from the bondage of bourgeois hypocrisy, traditional morality could be 
abrogated.12 Marxism perceived itself as science rather than ethics, and 
therefore the revolution it preached was “part of a historical mecha-
nism: hence, purged of values.”13 As Raymond Aron points out:

Marxism is a Christian heresy. As a modern form of millenarianism, it places 
the kingdom of God on Earth following the apocalyptic revolution in which 
the Old World will be swallowed up. The contradictions of capitalist societ-
ies will inevitably bring about this fruitful catastrophe. The victims of today 
will be the victors of tomorrow. Salvation will come through the proletariat, 
that witness to present inhumanity. It is the proletariat that, at a time fi xed 
by the evolution of productive forces and by the courage of the combatants, 
will turn itself into a class that is universal and will take charge of the fate of 
mankind.14

It was indeed the fate of Marxism to pretend to be in charge of the des-
tiny of humanity by impersonating, in a simultaneously tragic and opti-
mistic way, the solution to mankind’s millennia- long agonies, fears, and 
terrors. Never was a po liti cal doctrine so ambitious, never a revolution-
ary project so much imbued with a sense of prophetic mission and char-
ismatically heroic predestination.

Marxist Dreams, Leninist Experiments

All its radical hubris notwithstanding, Marxism would have remained 
a mere chapter in the history of revolutionary ideas had Vladimir Lenin 
not turned it into a most potent po liti cal weapon of ideological trans-
formation of the world. The twentieth century was Lenin’s century. In 
fact, Leninism was a self- styled synthesis between Marxian revolution-
ary doctrine and the Rus sian tradition of nihilistic repudiation of the 
status quo. Yet one should not forget that Lenin was a committed Marx-
ist, who intensely believed that he was fulfi lling the founding fathers’ 
revolutionary vision.15 For Lenin, Marxism was “a revelation to be re-
ceived with unquestioning faith, which admits of no doubt or radical 
criticism.”16 This is the meaning of Antonio Gramsci’s comparison 
between Lenin and Saint Paul: Lenin transformed the Marxian salva-
tionist Weltanschauung into a global po liti cal praxis. The Bolshevik 
revolution was applied eschatological dialectics, and the Third Interna-
tional symbolized the universalization of the new revolutionary matrix. 
Lenin’s crucial institutional invention (the Bolshevik party) and his 
audacious intervention in the praxis of the world socialist movement 
enthused Hungarian phi los o pher Georg Lukács, one of Max Weber’s 

 



Bolshevism, Marxism, Russian Tradition  |  91

favorite disciples, who never abandoned his deep admiration for the 
found er of Bolshevism. Referring to Lukács’s enduring attachment to 
Lenin’s vision of politics, Slovene po liti cal theorist Slavoj Žižek writes, 
“His Lenin was the one who, à propos of the split in Rus sian Social 
Democracy into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks, when the two factions 
fought over a precise formulation of who can be a Party member as 
defi ned in the Party program, wrote: ‘Sometimes, the fate of the entire 
working class movement for long years to come can be decided by a 
word or two in the party program.’ ”17

We need to remember that Leninism, as an allegedly coherent, mono-
lithic, homogenous, self- suffi cient ideological construct, was a post-
 1924 creation. It was actually the result of Grigory Zinoviev and Jo-
seph Stalin’s efforts to delegitimize Leon Trotsky by devising something 
called “Leninism” as opposed to the heresy branded as “Trotskyism.” 
At the same time, Bolshevism was an intellectual and po liti cal reality, a 
total and totalizing philosophical, ethical, and practical- political direc-
tion within the world revolutionary movement.18 It was thanks to Lenin 
that a new type of politics emerged in the twentieth century, one based 
on elitism, fanat i cism, unfl inching commitment to the sacred cause, and 
the substitution of critical reason for faith for the self- appointed 
 “vanguards” of illuminated zealots (the professional revolutionaries). 
Leninism, initially a Rus sian and then a world- historical cultural and 
po liti cal phenomenon, was the foundation of the system that came to an 
end with the revolutions of 1989 and the demise of the USSR in De-
cember 1991.19

What ever one thinks of Lenin’s antibureaucratic struggle during his 
last years, or about his initiation of the New Economic Policy (NEP), 
the thrust of his action was essentially opposed to po liti cal pluralism. 
The nature of the Bolshevik “intraparty democracy” was inimical to 
free debate and competition of rival po liti cal views and platforms (as 
Lenin himself insisted, the party was not a “discussion club”). The 
March 1921 “ban on factions” resolution, directly related to the crush-
ing of the Kronstadt sailors’ uprising, indicated the per sis tent dictato-
rial propensity of Bolshevism. The persecution of such foes as the left- 
wing Socialist Revolutionaries and Mensheviks confi rms that for Lenin 
and his associates, the “dictatorship of the proletariat” meant continu-
ous strengthening of their absolute control over the body politic. Toler-
ance for cultural diversity and temporary ac cep tance of market rela-
tions  were not meant to disturb the fundamental power relationship—the 
party’s monopolistic domination and the stifl ing of any ideological 
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alternative to Bolshevism.20 In this respect, there  were no serious dif-
ferences among the members of Lenin’s Politburo— Trotsky, Zinoviev, 
and Bukharin included. To put it briefl y, if there had been no Lenin, 
there would have been no totalitarianism— at least not in its Stalinist 
version.

The October 1917 Bolshevik putsch (later elevated to the status of 
revolution) was the event that irreversibly changed the course of West-
ern civilization and world history. In claiming to unify humanity under 
the banner of a collectivist and egalitarian ideal, Bolshevism actually 
ignited the insurrection of the masses in politics. It annihilated the 
mechanisms of limited government, as envisaged by the liberal tradi-
tion, and it founded a despotic system defi ned by an unpre ce dented 
disregard for the individual and the rule of law. It was a gigantic histori-
cal adventure meant to bring about heaven on earth, to materialize 
utopia.21 According to Claude Lefort, Lenin renounced the principle of 
consensus juris as a precondition for the regime’s cultivation of lawless-
ness. Instead, Leninism “promises to release the fulfi llment of law from 
all action and the will of man; and it promises justice on earth because 
it claims to make mankind itself the embodiment of the law.”22

Therefore, post- Communism means a continuous struggle to over-
come the “remains of Leninism” or “the Leninist debris,” a term I pro-
posed as an elaboration of Ken Jowitt’s illuminating concept of the Le-
ninist legacy as a civilizational constellation that includes deep emotions, 
nostalgias, sentiments, resentments, phobias, collectivist yearnings, and 
attraction to paternalism and even corporatism.23 Jowitt is among the 
few po liti cal scientists who accurately understood the deep appeals of 
Leninism as directly related to the emergence of the vanguard party as 
a substitute for traditional charismatic, religious- type reference frame-
works in times of deep moral and cultural crisis: “Leninism and Nazism 
 were each, in different ways, perverse attempts to sustain and restore a 
heroic ethos and life in opposition to a liberal bourgeois individualistic 
system . . .  . [T]he defi ning principle of Leninism is to do what is illogi-
cal, and that is to make the impersonal charismatic. Charisma is typi-
cally associated with a saint or a knight, some personal attribution, and 
what Lenin did was remarkable. He did exactly what he claimed to do: 
he created a party of a new type. He made the party charismatic. People 
died for the party.”24 Thus Jowitt’s defi nition of Leninism links ideo-
logical, emotional, and or gan i za tion al components in a comprehensive 
dynamic constellation: “Leninism is best seen as a historical as well as 
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or gan i za tion al syndrome, based on charismatic impersonalism; a strat-
egy based on an ‘ingenious error’ leading to collectivization/industrial-
ization; and an international bloc led by a dominant regime, with the 
same defi nition as its constituent parts, acting as leader, model and 
support.”25

Leninism as a po liti cal and cultural regime, or as an international 
system, is undoubtedly extinct. On the other hand, the Leninist- Stalinist 
model of the highly disciplined, messianic sect– type or ga ni za tion based 
on the rejection of pluralism and the demonization of the Other has not 
lost its appeal— suffi ce it to remember Lenin’s diatribes against the 
Mensheviks, the Socialist Revolutionaries, the kulaks, the aristocrats, 
the “bourgeois intellectuals,” and so on. In his view, their place, even 
when they disguised themselves as individuals unaffi liated with the 
party, was in jail or, if they  were lucky, in exile.26 This quasi- rational, in 
fact almost mystical, identifi cation with the party (conceived as a belea-
guered fortress surrounded by vicious enemies) was a main psychologi-
cal feature of Bolshevism before what Robert C. Tucker defi nes as its 
deradicalization (what Jowitt would call the rise of the Aquinas tempta-
tion, in the fi gure of “modern revisionism,” as Mao Zedong quite ac-
curately defi ned Titoism and Khrushchevism). To be a Leninist meant to 
accept the party’s claim to scientifi c knowledge (grasping the “laws of 
historical evolution”) as well as its oracular pretense. Doubting the 
party’s omniscience and omnipotence was the cardinal sin (as fi nally 
admitted by the Old Bolshevik Nikolai Rubashov, Arthur Koestler’s 
hero in Darkness at Noon).27 For Lenin, the party member was dispens-
able human capital in the revolutionary struggle. The individual was a 
simple particle, a zero compared to the infi nity of the cause.28 On this 
point, he closely followed— although he would have never admitted 
it— Russian terrorist Sergey Nechaev’s ruthless fanat i cism, as formu-
lated in the Revolutionary Catechism:

Paragraph 1. The revolutionary is a lost man he has no interests of his own, 
no cause of his own, no feelings, no habits, no belongings; he does not even 
have a name. Everything in him is absorbed by a single, exclusive interest, a 
single thought, a single passion— the revolution

Paragraph 2. In the very depths of his being, not just in words but in deed, he 
has broken every tie with the civil order, with the educated world and all 
laws, conventions and generally accepted conditions, and with the ethics of 
this world. He will be an implacable enemy of this world, and if he continues 
to live in it, that will only be so as to destroy it more effectively. . . .
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Paragraph 4. He despises public opinion: he despises and hates the existing 
social ethic in all its demands and expression; for him, everything that al-
lows the triumph of the revolution is moral, and everything that stands in its 
way is immoral.

Paragraph 5. The revolutionary is the lost man; with no pity for the state 
and for the privileged and educated world in general, he must himself expect 
no pity. Everyday he must be prepared for death. He must be prepared to 
bear torture.

Paragraph 6. Hard with himself, he must be hard towards others. All the 
tender feelings of family life, of friendship, love, gratitude and even honor 
must be stifl ed in him by a single cold passion for the revolutionary cause. 
For him there is only one plea sure, one consolation, one reward, and one 
satisfaction— the success of the revolution. Day and night he must have one 
single thought, one single purpose: merciless destruction. With this aim in 
view, tirelessly and in cold blood, he must always be prepared to die and to 
kill with his own hands anyone who stands in the way of achieving it.

Paragraph 7. The character of the true revolutionary has no place for any 
romanticism, sentimentality, enthusiasm or seduction. Nor has it any place 
for private hatred and revenge. This revolutionary passion which in him be-
comes a daily, hourly passion, must be combined with cold calculation. Al-
ways and everywhere he must become not what his own personal inclination 
would have him become, but what the general interest of the revolution 
demands.29

The Mysticism of the Party

Bolshevik humanism was by defi nition concrete, hinging upon the suc-
cess of the cause. The individual’s existence maintained its weight in the 
world insofar as it contributed to the construction of the revered social 
utopia. In this ideologically defi ned universe, the only agent capable of 
fulfi lling and thereby ending history by bringing humanity to the prom-
ised land of classless society was the party. Two pronouncements by 
Yury Piatakov, one of Lenin’s favorites in the younger generation of the 
Bolshevik Old Guard, spelled out this cosmic, or mystical, identifi cation 
with the party in the most dramatic terms: “In order to become one 
with this great Party he would fuse himself with it, abandon his own 
personality, so that there was no particle left inside him which was not 
at one with the Party, did not belong to it.”30 The former Central Com-
mittee secretary (in 1918) added, “Yes I shall consider black something 
that I felt and considered to be white since outside of the party, outside 
accord with it, there is no life for me.”31 Or, in Marxian lingo, the party 
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was the medium through which the individual erased the duality be-
tween self and the reifi ed social being. The Bolsheviks  were harbingers 
of the beginning of true history.

Ideological absolutism, worship of the ultimate goal, voluntary sus-
pension of critical faculties, and the cult of the party line as the perfect 
expression of the general will  were imbedded in the original Bolshevik 
project. The subordination of conventional moral criteria to the ultimate 
end of achieving a class society was the main problem with Leninism. It 
shared with Marxism what Steven Lukes calls “the emancipated vision 
of a world in which the principles that protect human beings from one 
another would no longer be needed.”32 One of the best descriptions of 
the Communist mind can be found in the testimony of Lev Kopelev, the 
model for Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s character Rubin in The First Circle: 
“With the rest of my generation I fi rmly believed that the ends justify the 
means. Our great goal was the universal triumph of Communism, and 
for the sake of that goal everything was permissible— to lie, to steal, to 
destroy hundreds of thousands and even millions of people, all those 
who  were hindering our work or could hinder it, everyone who stood in 
the way. And to hesitate or doubt about all this was to give in to ‘intel-
lectual squeamishness’ and ‘stupid liberalism,’ the attributes of people 
who “could not see the forest for the trees.’ ”33 Po liti cal phi los o pher 
Steven Lukes was therefore correct in emphasizing the structural- 
generative ideological and emotional matrix of Communism that made 
its crimes against humanity possible: “The defect in question causing 
moral blindness at a heroic scale was congenital.”34 This same point is 
emphasized by novelist Martin Amis, for whom Lenin “was a moral 
aphasiac, a moral autist.”35 Lenin, once in power, “set about placing His-
tory on a large gauge railway track altogether, where it would be pulled 
by the locomotives of a revolutionary design.”36

The magic evaporated once the historically anointed leader ceased to 
be the custodian of absolute truth. This makes Khrushchev’s onslaughts 
on Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the So-
viet  Union (CPSU) on February 25, 1956, crucially important (as ad-
mitted by Mikhail Gorbachev in his conversation with former Prague 
Spring chief ideologue Zdenek Mlynár.37) At the same time, it was pre-
cisely charismatic impersonalism, as Jowitt argues, that provided the 
antidote to desperation at the moment when Khrushchev exposed Sta-
lin’s crimes. This feature, indeed, crucially distinguished Bolshevism 
from Nazism: “The leader is charismatic in Nazism; the program and 
(possibly) the leader are charismatic in Leninism.”38 Lenin’s ultimate 
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goal was the elimination (extinction) of politics through the triumph of 
the party as the embodiment of an exclusionary, even exterminist gen-
eral will.39

In the context of monastic certitude, recognition of fallibility was the 
beginning of the end for any ideological fundamentalism. During “he-
roic” times, though, such as War Communism and the “building of so-
cialism,” the unity between party and vozhd (leader) was, no less than 
terror, key to the system’s survival. Homo sovieticus was more than a 
propaganda concoction. In her ac cep tance speech for the Hannah Ar-
endt Award of 2000, given jointly by the city of Bremen, the Heinrich 
Boll Foundation, and the Hannah Arendt Association, Elena Bonner 
stated, “One of Hannah Arendt’s key conclusions was ‘The totality of 
terror is guaranteed by mass support.’ It is consonant with a later com-
ment by Sakharov: ‘The slogan “The people and the Party are one,” 
painted on every fi fth building, are not just empty words.’ ”40 This is 
precisely the point: the internalization of Leninist forms of thinking by 
millions of denizens of the Sovietized world, and their readiness to ac-
cept paternalistic collectivism as a form of life preferable to risk- driven, 
freedom- oriented experiences. In my view, the major cleavage in today’s 
Rus sian po liti cal culture is between the Leninist heritage and the demo-
cratic aspirations and practices associated with Andrei Sakharov and 
Rus sia’s human rights movement. To quote Elena Bonner again, “In the 
preamble to his draft of a Soviet Constitution, Sakharov wrote: ‘The 
goal of the people of USSR and its government is a happy life full of 
meaning, material and spiritual freedom, well- being and peace.’ But in 
the de cades after Sakharov, Rus sia’s people have not increased their 
happiness, even though he did everything humanly possible to put the 
country on the path leading to the goal. And he himself lived a worthy 
and happy life.”41

As a po liti cal doctrine (or perhaps as a po liti cal faith), Bolshevism 
was a synthesis between radical Jacobinism or Blanquism (elitism, mi-
nority rule distinguished as “dictatorship of the proletariat,” exaltation 
of the heroic vanguard), unavowed Rus sian “Nechaevism” (a radical- 
conspiratorial mentality), and the authoritarian- voluntaristic compo-
nents of Marxism.42 Bolshevism emphasized the omnipotence of the 
revolutionary or ga ni za tion and nourished contempt for what Hannah 
Arendt once called “the little varieties of fact”— such as Lenin and 
Trotsky’s fi erce attacks on the “renegade” Social Demo crat theorist Karl 
Kautsky, who had dared to question the Bolshevik repudiation of all 
“formal” liberties in the name of protecting the “dictatorship of the pro-
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letariat,” never mind that Lenin borrowed from Kautsky his “injection 
of consciousness” theory.

Lenin, in contrast to Marx, emphasized the or gan i za tion al element 
as fundamental to the success of revolutionary action. For Marx, class 
consciousness was an organic result of the po liti cal and ideological de-
velopment of the proletariat. I am thinking  here, for example, of Engels’s 
thesis on “the German proletariat as the heir of classical German philoso-
phy,” or the statement of young Marx regarding the dialectical relation-
ship, which was therefore mutually binding, between “the critic of weap-
ons” and “the weapon of the critique” during the pro cess of overcoming/
abolishing/conserving philosophy—Aufhebung). The revolutionary intel-
lectuals  were those who developed the doctrine, but the proletarians  were 
not perceived as an amorphous mass toward which a self- appointed 
group of “teachers” had the duty of injecting consciousness of “historical 
truth.” Marx did not put forth the thesis of the party as a total institution 
and did not consider fanatical activism to be the sine qua non of po liti cal 
effi cacy. Marx did not conceptualize a revolutionary sect deriving its 
power “not from the multitudes but from a small number of enthusiastic 
converts whose zeal and intolerance make each one of them the equal in 
strength of a hundred indifferentists.”43 Rather, Lenin created an or ga ni-
za tion in which “deracinated intellectuals and the occasional worker 
would be baptized into the proletarian vanguard.”44 Marx’s emphasis on 
human emancipation as the conscious absorption of society by the indi-
vidual and his equation of social antagonisms with class confl ict led him 
to advocate the elimination of intermediaries (laws, institutions,  etc.) 
regulating the relationship between civil society and the state. Therefore, 
as Kołakowski brilliantly argued, “If freedom equals social unity, then 
the more unity there is, the more freedom. . . .  The concept of negative 
freedom presupposes a society of confl ict. If this is the same as a class 
society, and if a class society means a society based on private property, 
then there is nothing reprehensible in the idea that the act of violence 
which abolishes private property at the same time does away with the 
need for negative freedom, or freedom tout court. And thus Prometheus 
awakens from his dream of power.”45

Marx assigned great importance to social unity but failed to give in-
structions on its achievement. This discrepancy left the fi eld open for 
Lenin’s creative understanding of necessity, which led to the Bolshevik 
version of man’s salvation of himself. The party became the slayer of 
alienation and therefore the true messiah of human freedom. The com-
bination of Marxism and state power “set the Rus sian body politic 
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onto a course of self- purifi cation.”46 In the Soviet experiment, the Marx-
ian principle of social unity was transformed into Lenin’s “unity of will,” 
which, under Stalin, became what Erik van Ree called “the organic the-
ory of the party.” If, in Lenin’s case, unity was a solution to factionalism, 
for Stalin it was an instrument for “the Gleichschaltung of the member 
minds.” In the midst of the December 1923 struggle for supremacy, Stalin 
stated that “it was wrong to see the party only as ‘something like a com-
plex of a  whole series of institutions with lower and higher functionaries.’ 
Instead, it was a ‘self- acting [samodeiatel’nyi] organism.’ He described it 
as ‘actively thinking’ and ‘living a lively life.’ ” The vision of the revolu-
tionary leading body combined with the imposition of the practice of re-
pentance for one’s past incorrect po liti cal views (at the Fifteenth Party 
Conference in 1927) opened the door to murderous campaigns to re-
move the sores from the party organism so that the latter  wouldn’t fall 
ill.47 The struggle to sustain and further the Bolshevik miracle turned 
into fi ghting the degeneration of the body politic. In this context, the 
unity of the party became the moral- political unity of the people. Society 
under Stalin transformed itself into an “organism engaged in a strug-
gle for survival. [It] develops various instruments— such as productive 
technology, a class system of property, and language— attuned to the 
need of increasing its own viability.”48 Lenin’s purposeful fashioning of 
all aspects of human existence in the context of a life- or- death class 
struggle grew, under Stalin, into what Erik van Ree called “Marxist 
Darwinism.”49

Lenin’s Unbounded Radicalism

As a po liti cal gnosis, Bolshevik philosophy proposed the opposite of the 
young Marx’s emphasis on the relatively spontaneous revolutionary 
development of class consciousness. For Marx, as the young Lukács 
showed, the revolutionary class symbolized the viewpoint of totality, 
thereby creating the epistemic premises for acceding to historical truth. 
For Lenin, the party was the totality— and dialectical logic served to ren-
der this oxymoron palatable to committed militants.50 This was the ori-
gin of the major confl icts between Lenin and Luxemburg and one of the 
main distinctions between Soviet and Western Marxism. Rosa Luxem-
burg anticipated the path taken by the Bolsheviks toward the totalization 
of power when she wrote that the development of their revolution “moves 
naturally in an ascending line: from moderate beginnings to ever- greater 
radicalization of aims and, parallel with that, from a co ali tion of classes 
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and parties to the sole rule of the radical party [my emphasis].”51 In the 
same criticism of the Rus sian Revolution, Luxemburg issued a strong 
warning concerning the methods of preserving power adopted by Lenin 
and his party. She cautioned that the elimination of democracy, with its 
institutions that though cumbersome did prevent abuses of power, 
would lead to the mortifi cation of the fi rst workers’ state: “To be sure, 
every demo cratic institution has its limits and shortcomings, things 
which it doubtless shares with all other human institutions. But the 
remedy which Trotsky and Lenin have found, the elimination of democ-
racy as such, is worse than the disease it is supposed to cure; for it stops 
up the very living source from which alone can come the correction of all 
the innate shortcomings of social institutions. That source is the active, 
untrammeled, energetic po liti cal life of the broadest masses of the peo-
ple.”52 Luxemburg’s words  were echoed later by one of Lenin’s closest 
collaborators, Nikolai Bukharin, who, in the aftermath of the Bolshe-
vik victory in the civil war, concluded that the notion that “all tasks . . .  
can be solved by Communist decree” was “Communist conceit.”53 A few 
years later he added that “we do not carry out experiments,  we are not 
vivisectionists, who . . .  operate on a living organism with a knife; we are 
conscious of our historic responsibility.”54 This thinking, however, did 
not prevent Bukharin from purging individuals perceived as deviationists 
within the party. Despite moderation, his behavior essentially refl ected 
the or gan i za tion al ethos of Leninism: dictatorship over and uncompro-
mising struggle against the the party’s enemies and heretics. No wonder 
that in 1927 Bukharin was denounced by an old comrade as the “jailer of 
the best Communists.”55

The Communist Manifesto foreshadowed this fundamental schism 
by advancing in two directions that would be further elaborated in ma-
ture Marxian theory: on one hand, it emphasized the self- development 
of class consciousness; on the other, it glorifi ed violence. The bastardiza-
tion of Marxism in Lenin’s experiment cannot be dissociated from the 
attacks on bourgeois rights and the criminalization of private property in 
the founding fathers’ writings. This was of course legitimized by high 
historical necessity, the ultimate end that would somehow justify the cru-
elty of the means: “In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes 
and class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free 
development of each is the condition for the free development of all.”56 
Moreover, one need go no further than the famous opening lines of part 
1 of the Manifesto for evidence of this monism: “The history of all hith-
erto existing society is the history of class struggles. . . .  Our epoch, the 
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epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct feature: it has 
simplifi ed class antagonisms. Society as a  whole is more and more split-
ting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing 
each other— Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”57

From the outset, the Manifesto announced what the infl uential Rus-
sian Marxist Georgi Plekhanov called a “monist view of history,” accord-
ing to which all historical confl ict is reducible to class confl ict and all 
po liti cal debate is reducible to the question of which class you represent 
or support.58 In History and Class Consciousness Georg Lukács reads the 
thought of Marx as an “expression” of “the standpoint of the proletar-
iat.” Lukács offers an ingenious interpretation of Marxism as the unfold-
ing “truth” of the class struggle. And in reducing questions of truth or 
falsity and right or wrong to questions of “class standpoint,” he is simply 
following the lead of the Manifesto. For it was Marx himself who de-
clared, “The theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in no way 
based on ideas or principles that have been invented, or discovered, by 
this or that would- be universal reformer. . . .  They merely express, in gen-
eral terms, actual relations springing from an existing class struggle, from 
a historical movement going on under our very eyes.”59 The intellectual 
distance separating this formulation from the Bolshevik idea that the 
Communists are in possession of “po liti cally correct” insight into the 
movement and the meaning of history is not far. Moreover, Marx him-
self consistently showed an obvious unwillingness to tolerate those 
socialists who did not agree with him or questioned his authority. The 
energy he spent denouncing such “heretics” indicates the presence of an 
authoritarian personality.

In the passionately incandescent lines of the Communist Manifesto, 
one can decipher the  whole tragedy that was to follow: Lenin’s forcing 
of the pace of history, the genesis of Bolshevism as a matrix for general-
ized terror, the Stalinist horrors, and the universe of the concentration 
camp. Nations  were murdered to carry out Lenin’s utopian desiderata. 
Social classes  were victimized in the name of his abstract speculations 
and moral revolt. The question, therefore, is what connection exists be-
tween the Leninist exterminist project and the original Marxian salva-
tionist fantasy. In retrospect, one can argue that Marx’s oracular monism, 
defi ned by his hyperdeterministic approach, scientism, and positivism, 
took revenge on the ethical- libertarian dimension and laid the foundation 
for intolerance and repression. To elaborate on a dichotomy proposed by 
Karl Popper, it can be said that the moral radicalism of Marxism survived 
in contemporary varieties of demo cratic socialism. Po liti cal radicalism, 
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with its mixture of historicism and positivism, culminated in Leninist 
conspiracy and dictatorship.60 Essentially, the Bolsheviks’ revolutionary 
subjectivism was defi ned by the conception of parties as “oligarchies of 
scholars and organizers, assemblies of people who change the world 
through their wills, while constantly obeying the laws of history.”61

Redemptive Mythologies

Is this all over? Far from it— and this applies not only to the countries 
once ruled by Leninist parties, but also to nationalist- socialist parties like 
Baath and charismatic fundamentalist, neototalitarian movements, in-
cluding Osama bin Laden’s Al Qaeda.62 The Leninist (Bolshevik) mental 
matrix was rooted in a po liti cal culture suspicious of open dialogue and 
demo cratic procedures, and hostile to spontaneous developments from 
below. Leninism was not only an ideology but also a set of precepts and 
techniques meant to inspire revolutionary global activism and militan-
tism opposed to bourgeois liberalism and demo cratic socialism. Both Le-
ninism and Fascism  were discourses of domination that achieved effec-
tiveness by functioning as “closed rhetorical systems that determined 
content as well as limits of po liti cal consciousness.”63 This is precisely the 
similarity but also the main distinction between these two onslaughts on 
liberal individualism: Fascism was a pathology of romantic irrationalism, 
and Bolshevism was a pathology of Enlightenment- inspired hyperratio-
nalism. I don’t want to be misunderstood: as an offspring of nineteenth- 
century antibourgeois, often antimodern, ideologies of resentment, 
Fascism did not need Bolshevism in order to emerge and mature (as 
demonstrated in Isaiah Berlin’s fascinating essay on Joseph de Maistre 
and the origins of Fascism).64 The cult of race, the blending of pseudo-
scientism (social Darwinism) with the neopagan worship of blood and 
soil, and the resentful rejection of liberal values as “soulless arithmetic” 
predated Leninism. On the other hand, it is hard to deny that the tri-
umph of Bolshevism and the intensity and scope of the Red Terror, to-
gether with the traumatic effects of World War I and the widespread 
sentiment that “the world of yesterday” (to quote Stefan Zweig) had 
irretrievably come to an end, mobilized the Fascist offensive against the 
universalistic traditions of the Enlightenment.

Fascism was no less a fantasy of salvation than was Bolshevism: both 
promised to rescue humanity from the bondage of capitalist mercantil-
ism and to ensure the advent of the total community. Fascism was a 
type of hysteria rooted in pseudopoetic heroic nostalgias, in militant 
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collectivism, and above all, in the programmatic abhorrence of the fun-
damental values of liberal democracy. Its potential for emotional identi-
fi cation originated in myth, in the obsessive invocation of supposedly 
pristine origins, in the excessive cult for what Sigmund Freud once called 
“the narcissism of small differences.”65 Fascism aimed at homogenization 
through the sublimation of the body politic to the common denominator 
of its imagined ge ne tic bedrock. Its fundamental nature is expressed in 
the principle that “in order for the national phoenix to arise, everything 
and everyone that stands in its way fi rst has to be brunt to ashes, literally 
if necessary.”66 In the aftermath of the First World War, Italo Balbo, one 
of the main ideologues of Italian Fascism, expressed the ethos of this new 
po liti cal movement by contrasting it to the old order, which he deemed 
effete, corrupt, degenerate, and decaying. Rather than helping to restore 
prewar society, Balbo emphatically declared, “No, better to deny all, de-
stroy all, renew all, from the base.”67 Contempt for the old bourgeois or-
der and fascination with the utopian new one  were attitudes shared by 
Communists and Fascists.

Both Leninism and Fascism  were creative forms of nihilism, extremely 
utilitarian and contemptuous of universal rights. The essential element of 
their modus vivendi was the “sanctifi cation of violence.”68 They envi-
sioned society as a community of “bearers of beliefs,” and every aspect of 
their private life and behavior was expected to conform with these be-
liefs. Upon coming into power and implementing their vision of the per-
fect society, the two po liti cal movements established dictatorships of 
purity in which “people  were rewarded or punished according to po liti-
cally defi ned criteria of virtue.”69 Dario Lupi, an undersecretary of the 
Ministry of Education in Fascist Italy, warned menacingly that “he who 
joins us either becomes one of us in body and soul, in mind and fl esh, or 
he will inexorably be cut off. For we know and feel ourselves in posses-
sion of the truth. . . .  [W]e know and feel ourselves to be part of the only 
movement in marvelous harmony with the history time. . . .  For ours is 
the only movement that faithfully refl ects the innermost layers of the 
souls and feelings of our own kind.”70 Similarly, Hitler considered that 
the movement he led was a necessary creative destruction generated 
by the imperative of reestablishing the chosen community on the right 
track of history. On July 1934, Hitler stated that “when a deathly check 
is violently imposed upon the natural development of a people, an act 
of violence may serve to release the artifi cially interrupted fl ow of evo-
lution to allow it once again the freedom of natural development.”71
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Both Leninism and Fascism presented themselves as revolutionary 
breakthroughs to a new life. Their novelty lay in the shrill ideological sa-
cralization of revolutionary power. They preconditioned reconstruction 
by unleashing destruction. Oblivious to any in de pen dent moral dimen-
sion, both stressed “force and guile in shaping history,” exposing “hypoc-
risy, the absurdity of human condition,” while simultaneously preaching 
a po liti cal zeal that was supposed to “construct meaning, and sought, 
through po liti cal or ga ni za tion and action, to bring it into being.” Each of 
them was, as A. E. Rees showed, forms of a “revolutionary Machiavellian 
conception of politics. . . .  More precisely, Nazism and Bolshevism might 
be defi ned as the Machiavellianism of parties which claimed to rule in 
the name of the masses.”72 To paraphrase Eugen Weber, in the case of 
both Leninism and Fascism, the locomotives that dragged them across 
history  were their tactics. Leninism was therefore based on a “goal ratio-
nality,” which implied “the validity of its demands.” In this mental frame-
work, “compliance is claimed to be based on a rational relationship be-
tween the ultimate goal of communism and the specifi c tasks assigned to 
social units, and individuals’ rationality relates to the appropriateness of 
the means used . . .  to the goals set.”73

Such a radically utilitarian, transformist conception of politics ulti-
mately materialized in the divinization of a mythical state holding the 
right of life and death over its subjects. Or as the Catholic intellectual 
Adolf Keller wrote, “A superhuman giant, claiming not only obedience, 
but confi dence and faith such as only a personality has the right to ex-
pect.”74 In this conception, the state was beyond moral limitations, for it 
was the only producer of morality. However, as sociologist Michael 
Mann underlines, Fascism and Communism, despite the presence of 
party or leader despotism, “ruled more as a fl uid, continuing revolution-
ary movement than as an institutionalized state.” They  were, according to 
Mann, “regimes of continuous revolution.”75 These po liti cal movements 
 were fueled by their projected heroic perpetual dynamism. In the case of 
Communism, stagnation and ultimately demise developed as its “shrill 
confi dence in the history- making mode of action dissipated . . .  in light of 
what experience had revealed.”76

The leader, of course, played an essential role in such movements.77 
As Leszek Kołakowski puts it, “Party mindedness, the po liti cal principle 
revered by all Leninists, resulted in the infallible image bestowed on the 
general secretary.”78 Paul Berman explains: “Lenin was the original model 
of such a Leader— Lenin, who wrote pamphlets and philosophical tracts 
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with the confi dence of a man who believes the secrets of the universe to 
be at his fi ngertips, and who established a weird new religion with Karl 
Marx as god, and who, after his death, was embalmed like a pharaoh 
and worshipped by the masses. But il Duce was no less a superhuman. 
Stalin was a colossus. About Hitler, Heidegger, bug- eyed, said: ‘But look 
at his hands.’ ”79 Peter Ehlen makes the insightful observation that Lenin 
“redefi ned the ground upon which the Communist renewal would be 
based. Henceforth, it would be the will of the leader.” In this context, 
power would become “absolute power and knows to lend itself a quasi- 
numinous appearance.”80 In other words, Leninism was also vitally pre-
mised on the apotheosis of the leader. An amusing but telltale example of 
the weight of this founding element of Leninism is Comrade Lazurkina’s 
intervention at the Twenty- second Party Congress in Moscow. In Octo-
ber 1961, during discussions about the expulsion of Stalin from the Lenin 
Mausoleum, an Old Bolshevik, Comrade Lazurkina, “who had spent 17 
years in prisons and camps, reported that Lenin had appeared to her re-
peatedly in a dream. Lenin had demanded that his successor be removed 
from his mausoleum. And so it came to pass.”81 The ghost of one leader 
could not bear that of his successor anymore. The pantheon of Bolshe-
vism had only one master— Lenin. Another matter related to the insertion 
of the will of the leader into the practice of Leninism was the “continuing 
inability of the party’s leading legislative organs— the congress, CC [Cen-
tral Committee] and Politburo— to develop a strong sense of institutional 
integrity and coherence,” according to Graeme Gill. Gill shows how the 
or gan i za tion al basis of Stalin’s power in the aftermath of Lenin’s death, 
and even earlier, was “the absence of a major commitment of leading 
po liti cal fi gures to strengthen the or gan i za tion al norms and identity 
of these bodies, inertia and the methods of action adopted by the party 
leadership.”82 For Gill, the weaknesses of Leninism evident in the 
1920s set the stage for Stalin’s autocratic rule over the party and over 
the Soviet  Union.

Spontaneity (stikhiinost’) has always been the Leninists’ nemesis 
(think of Lenin’s polemics on the relationship between class and party, 
fi rst with Rosa Luxemburg, then with the left- wing Communists). Its 
counterpart was the obsession with partiinost’ (partisanship), the un-
bounded ac cep tance of the party line (philosophy, sociology, and aesthet-
ics had to be subordinated to party- defi ned “proletarian interests,” hence 
the dichotomy between “bourgeois” and “proletarian” social science). 
However, in the context of the Rus sian proletariat’s underdeveloped class 
consciousness, Lenin, on the occasion of the 1905 revolution, revealed, 
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according to Ana Krylova, “the ‘true nature’ of the working class . . .  
not through workers’ conscious revolutionary initiative, as had been 
expected, but through an ‘instinctive urge’ that the workers ‘felt’ for 
open revolutionary action.” His discovery lay in the fact that the work-
ers had the ability to “sense history and act in accordance with its objec-
tive needs without necessarily understanding them.”83 To close the circle, 
this reading of the December uprising reinforced Lenin’s belief that be-
hind the party, under proper leadership, the workers would fulfi ll their 
class mission despite an insuffi cient understanding of their historical 
role. This allowed him to justify both the voluntarism of Bolsheviks’ 
takeover of power and the Enlightenment mission the party embarked 
on once in power.

Moreover, this insertion of “class instinct” in the equation of 
stikhiinost’- partiinost’ explains to a large extent Lenin’s theory of the 
common struggle (alliance) between the workers and the peasants 
(smychka). Its fundamental presupposition was that the Bolsheviks could 
awaken the peasants’ class instincts, thus winning them over to the side 
of the revolution. According to Lenin, “The more enlightened the peas-
antry becomes the more consistently and resolutely will it stand for a 
thoroughgoing demo cratic revolution.”84 This is what Ken Jowitt called 
“the ingenious error of Leninism”— transplanting class struggle to the 
countryside: “The ideological- conceptual map with which Leninists 
work leads them to see economic differences as evidence of social polar-
ization and the existence of ‘class allies’ in the villages, and it enables 
them to do po liti cally what nationalists can do only analytically— that is, 
distinguish and oppose competing social bases and conceptions of the 
nation- state. Working with such a paradigm, Leninists attack the institu-
tional bases, not simply the elite or ga ni za tion of peasant society.”85 And 
if Bukharin’s model of the gradual growth of private property in socialist 
agriculture does not happen (and it did not during the New Economic 
Policy), then Leninism’s vision of a spontaneous class “transformist” 
commitment and interests opened the door to collectivization. This 
amounted to an all- out attack on the foundation of the peasants’ institu-
tional and private lives, the rural counterpart to the urban socialist revo-
lution. In their pursuit of this goal, the Bolsheviks had no limits, no pangs 
of conscience, no scruples. The result was genocide.

Much of Leninism’s dogmatism stemmed from Rus sian authoritar-
ian traditions and the lack of a culture of public debate. Remember 
Antonio Gramsci’s refl ections on Rus sia’s “gelatinous” civil society and 
the omnipotence of the bureaucratic state?  Wasn’t Lenin himself, by the 
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end of his life, terrifi ed by the resurgence of the time- honored traditions 
of rudeness, violence, brutality, and hypocrisy that he had lambasted and 
against which the revolution was presumably directed? As one author 
remarked, “Lenin was a direct heir to the tradition of revolutionary Ma-
chiavellianism in Rus sian history and to the Jacobin tradition in the Eu-
ro pe an revolutionary movement.”86 On the one hand, as we have already 
discussed, Lenin believed that revolution was essential and inevitable, 
and that it would, of necessity, be violent; he considered any other ap-
proach to be conciliatory and doomed to failure.87 On the other hand, his 
Jacobinism was “a meta phor for revolutionary energy, incorruptibility 
and a willingness to push forward as far as possible in the interests of the 
working masses.” It was founded on his dedication to plebeian politics, 
“and the twentieth century plebeians  were of course the class of wage- 
laborers. Hence consistent proletarian socialists had to be Jacobins.”88 
Or, to use Lenin’s formula, the Bolsheviks  were Jacobins working for the 
proletariat.89

Lenin was conscious that his most diffi cult trial was the transition 
from revolutionary action to governance and the preservation of state 
power. The success of the October Revolution seemed to confi rm that he 
had successfully merged “the elemental destructive force of the masses” 
and “the conscious destructive force of the or ga ni za tion of revolutionar-
ies.” But how was the newly won power to be consolidated? The initial 
drive toward democracy from below and self- empowerment of the 
masses, was replaced in 1917 by emphasis on the reconstructed state 
machine that according to Lenin was indispensable for defending the 
revolution and pursuing its main goals. In form, Lenin said, this was a 
dictatorship, but in substance, because it represented the interests and 
aspirations of the large majority of the population, it was the true, sub-
stantive democracy. The main problem with Lenin’s concept of the dicta-
torship of the proletariat was his contempt for the rule of law. For him, 
the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat “is power won and 
maintained by the violence of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie, 
power that is unrestricted by any laws.”90 This was the central point of 
Rosa Luxemburg’s criticism of the Rus sian Revolution. She argued that 
“[Lenin] is completely mistaken in the means he employs. Decree, dicta-
torial force of the factory overseer, Draconic penalties, rule by terror— 
all these things are but palliatives. The only way to a rebirth is the 
school of public life itself, the most unlimited, the broadest democracy 
and public opinion. It is rule by terror which demoralizes.” With great 

 



Bolshevism, Marxism, Russian Tradition  |  107

foresight, Luxemburg warned that the path taken by the Bolsheviks 
would lead to “the brutalization of public life.”91

The restoration of state prerogatives was for Lenin a “necessary 
evil,” and he tried to justify the notion of a proletarian dictatorship by 
defi ning it as the dictatorship of the majority of the population (poor 
peasants included), and therefore not exactly a dictatorship. Lenin was 
convinced, however, that these exceptional mea sures, including the per-
secution of dissidents and banning of all po liti cal parties but the Bolshe-
viks,  were needed for the survival of the revolution in Rus sia. In the long 
run, however, he hoped that the revolution would triumph in the West 
and a certain po liti cal and economic relaxation would become possible. 
Lenin saw this as a temporary stage; he never accepted the idea that the 
Rus sian Revolution would be the sole proletarian revolution for de cades 
to come. At the end of the day, though, Lenin imposed two fundamental 
elements on the Bolshevik conception of politics: law as an epiphenom-
enon of revolutionary morals and the heteronomy of individual action. 
In this sense, Lenin opened the door to the realization of radical evil, 
for the latter, if one is to follow Hannah Arendt, means “making 
 human beings as human beings superfl uous. . . .  This happens as soon 
as all unpredictability— which, in human beings, is the equivalent of 
 spontaneity—is eliminated.”92  Here lies the essential ambivalence in in-
terpreting Leninism: was it a form of Rus sian Sonderweg (special road) 
on the path to implementing modernity or was it a Marxist Sonderweg 
in the accomplishment of socialist revolution?

What ever one thinks of the fi nal disintegration of Leninism, it was a 
quite successful experiment in reshaping po liti cal community according 
to a certain interpretation of Marxist socialism.93 How does one make 
sense of the fact that, unlike all other Eastern Eu ro pe an societies, Rus-
sia is the only one that seems unable to restore pro- Communist tradi-
tions and parties? Where are the Socialist Revolutionaries, Kadets, or 
Mensheviks? The answer is that Lenin produced “the end of politics” 
via the ultimate triumph of po liti cal will.94 In fact, this meant that a sect 
of self- appointed revolutionary pedagogues managed to coerce a large 
population to accept their obsessions as the inexorable imperative of 
history. Using the example of the implementation of surveillance (con-
sidered one of the practices of “institutionalizing modernity”), Peter 
Holquist shows that its enforcement was not “a specifi cally Bolshevik, 
Marxist, or even totalitarian practice— it was a modern one.” In his 
opinion, what gave the Soviet regime its singularity was “the intersection 

 



108  |  Bolshevism, Marxism, Russian Tradition

of a par tic u lar ideology with the simultaneous implementation of a par-
tic u lar modern understanding of politics— put succinctly, an under-
standing that views populations as both the means and the goal of some 
emancipatory project.” With its specifi c Marxist conception of politics, 
society, and history in the background, Leninism developed “a closed, 
rather than open, model of historical progress.”95

Communism and Fascism  were sustained by the historical- political 
sense of historical urgency and their willingness to act in a radical mode. 
The vanguards that brought these po liti cal movements to power and 
kept them there  were mobilized and vindicated by the ethical- political 
change that they considered themselves uniquely prepared to spearhead 
because of their postliberal consciousness, as well as their spirit, will, 
discipline, self- sacrifi ce, and willingness to act.96 Imposing the dictator-
ship of the Communist Party as the sole instrument for history- making 
action, the Bolsheviks successfully exhausted the po liti cal sphere, elimi-
nating all alternative visions of the body politic. Lenin, and later Stalin, 
transformed the po liti cal system into “the central and sacralized arena 
for the self- salvation and self- sacrifi ce of revolutionaries striving to im-
plement the utopian designs which have to be realized in the present and 
on earth.”97 Considering that the Soviet  Union survived for over seventy 
years, the operation of making sense of the pre- Communist past logi-
cally faces a historical hiatus. The various trajectories of Rus sian po liti-
cal thought must overcome either an utter lack of domestic continuity or 
the thorny issue of synthetic reinterpretation. In the fi nal analysis, it is 
diffi cult to recuperate tradition into the twenty- fi rst century, when the 
country’s only version of mature modernity was Leninism.

This statement, however, takes us to another ramifi cation of the di-
lemma of the Sonderwegs. The major theme of the Richard Pipes– 
Martin Malia controversy is important not only for our interpretation 
of Rus sian modern history but also for the discussion of the nature and 
future of left- wing, socialist politics in the twentieth century: was it Rus-
sia that destroyed (compromised) socialism, as Pipes and, earlier, Max 
Weber put it, or rather was it revolutionary socialism that, because of its 
po liti cal, indeed metaphysical, hubris, imposed im mense sufferings on 
Rus sia?98 Objecting to the young Georg Lukács’s celebration of Lenin’s 
takeover of power in Rus sia, Weber insisted on the impossibility of build-
ing the socialism Karl Marx had envisioned in the absence of genuine 
capitalist, bourgeois market developments: “It is with good reason,” he 
wrote, “that the Communist Manifesto emphasized the eco nom ical ly 
revolutionary character of the bourgeois capitalist entrepreneurs. No 
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trade- unions, much less state- socialist offi cials, can perform this role for 
us in their place.”99 Earlier than many critics of Sovietism, Weber con-
cluded that the Leninist experiment would discredit socialism for the en-
tire twentieth century.100

Reenacting Lenin?

So, is there a reason to consider Lenin’s po liti cal praxis a source of in-
spiration for those who look for a new po liti cal transcendence? Is it a 
blueprint for a resurrected radicalism, as suggested by Slavoj Žižek, who 
proposes the revival of the Leninist 1917 revolutionary leap into the 
kingdom of utopia? Reenacting Lenin’s defi ance of opportunistic or con-
formist submission to the logic of the status quo is for Žižek the voie 
royale for restoring a radical praxis:

This is the Lenin from whom we still have something to learn. The greatness 
of Lenin was that in this catastrophe situation he  wasn’t afraid to succeed— in 
contrast to the negative pathos discernible in Rosa Luxemburg and Adorno, 
for whom the ultimate authentic act is the admission of the failure, which 
brings the truth of the situation to light. In 1917, instead of waiting until the 
time was ripe, Lenin or ga nized a pre- emptive strike; in 1920, as the leader of 
the party of the working class with no working class (most of it being deci-
mated in the civil war), he went on or ga niz ing a state, fully accepting the 
paradox of the party which was to organize— even recreate— its own base, 
its working class.101

Compare this exalted vision of Lenin to that of a former Communist 
ideologue, the apostate Alexander Yakovlev’s indictment of Lenin’s es-
sential role in the establishment of a dictatorial regime in which the 
working class was to suffer as much as other social strata the effects of 
utopian social engineering.102 Can Leninism be separated from the in-
stitution of the vanguard party and be conceived as a form of intellec-
tual and moral re sis tance to the conformist debacle of the international 
Left at a moment of civilization collapse (World War I)? The debate on 
Leninism bears upon the possibility of radical- emancipatory practice 
and the need to reconstruct areas of autonomy in opposition to the 
logic of instrumental rationality. The burning question remains whether 
such efforts are predestined to end in new coercive undertakings, or 
whether Leninism was a peculiar, sui generis combination of Marxism 
and an underdeveloped po liti cal and economic structure. Indeed, as 
Trotsky insisted, the defeat of “world revolution”— after all, the main 
strategic postulate on which Lenin had built his  whole revolutionary 
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adventure— made the rise of Stalinism a so cio log i cal and po liti cal neces-
sity.  Here we may remember Isaac Deutscher’s analysis: “Under Lenin, 
Bolshevism had been accustomed to appeal to reason, the self- interest, 
and the enlightened idealism of ‘class- conscious’ industrial workers. It 
spoke the language of reason even when it appealed to the muzhiks. But 
once Bolshevism had ceased to rely on revolution in the West, once it had 
become aware that it could only fall back on that environment and dig 
itself in, it began to descend to the level of primitive magic, and to ap-
peal to the people in the language of that magic.”103

At this point, the last element of our dilemma comes into play. If one 
is to even partially accept the validity of the Rus sian Sonderweg thesis, 
the next problem is how much this Rus sian distortion was Stalin’s. 
What needs to be discussed is not only Deutscher’s claim that Stalinism 
was “the language of magic,” but also Robert C. Tucker’s theory of re-
version. The latter consists of the claim that under Stalin one can identify 
“the revival of certain features which belonged to the past, especially the 
more distant past, and had receded or been abolished (like serfdom) in 
nineteenth century Rus sia, but re- surfaced in the Stalin period.” Tucker 
takes this analysis even further as he labels Stalinism Rus sian National 
Bolshevism, a blend of Leninist Marxism and Rus sian nationalism.104 
His thesis is consonant with more recent views advocated by authors 
such as Terry Martin and David Brandenberger, who emphasize a neotra-
ditionalist turn in the pro cess of building socialism in one country. Dur-
ing mature Stalinism, “Soviet patriotism” became an apology for national 
authenticity, pride, and loyalty. At the same time, the Soviet  Union, “a 
state with no ambition to turn itself into a nation- state—indeed with the 
exact opposite ambition,” became a site of large- scale ethnic cleansing.105 
Moreover, the society was a hierarchy on the basis of “Stalinist sos-
lovnost.” According to Sheila Fitzpatrick, “soslovnost’ provides a frame-
work within which it becomes immediately comprehensible that the 
‘classes’ of the Stalinist society should have been defi ned, like sosloviia, in 
terms of their relationship to the state rather than, like Marxist classes, in 
terms of their relationship to each other.”106 This  whole array of de-
velopments originated in Stalin’s development of a new, non- class, “pop-
u lar” form of mobilization. As David Priestland points out, “The unifi ed 
narod, now no longer divided by class, embodied socialism, and was to 
achieve heroic feats in the struggle against largely external enemies.”107 
Subsequently, the USSR itself became “the avant- garde of the interna-
tional communist movement and the dynamic centre of world poli-
tics.”108 This phenomenon was symptomatic for the Soviet experiment, 
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where “the sense of collectively creating socialism was more important 
than the use of class categories and the assumption of proletarian privi-
lege.”109 In the context of building socialism in one country, for Stalin the 
body social was the chosen community bringing into state- reality Lenin’s 
social utopia.110

What this “mutation” of Marxist orthodoxy tells, though, is that the 
ultimate aim of Stalin’s policies remained Communism. Even his cult of 
personality functioned as “a unifying mechanism,” “a personifi cation of 
socialist state- building.”111 Graeme Gill simply states that “the Stalin cult 
grew upon the edifi ce of Leninist orthodoxy.” In his study of K. Popov’s 
article “The Party and the Role of the Leader,” one of the pieces theoreti-
cally underpinning the cult, Gill pointed to “three main grounds for rec-
ognition of the vozhd”: the leader “armed with Marxist- Leninist revolu-
tionary theory, hardened by many years experience of the struggle for 
Leninism, hand in hand with Lenin”; the ability to endure ‘those diffi cul-
ties which befell the narrow circles of selfl ess revolutionaries” by way of 
exceptional or gan i za tion al talent; and “the will of an individual leader 
[that] could personify the will of the proletariat.”112 Indeed, Lenin was 
the embodiment of the theory, the struggle, and the party. This was his 
model of successful radical revolutionary transformation. In 1930, Stalin 
claimed to be the personifi cation of this heritage of Lenin. He upheld this 
assertion of supremacy over his rivals by or gan i za tion al power, thus cre-
ating an environment fundamentally inimical to any form of opposi-
tion. Like Lenin, but to an exaggerated degree, by the end of the 1930s, 
Stalin managed to become synonymous with the party itself.

Stalin also emulated Lenin’s creativity in his approach to the po liti cal 
thought of the founding fathers. In 1941, Stalin warned the authors of 
the commissioned Short Course of Po liti cal Economy, “If you search 
for everything in Marx, you’ll get off track . . .  . In the USSR you have a 
laboratory . . .  and you think Marx should know more than you about 
socialism.” By 1950, his attitude toward Marxism resembled Lenin’s fa-
mous remark from the Philosophical Notebooks: “Half a century later 
none of the Marxists understood Marx.” Stalin wrote in Pravda: “In the 
course of its development Marxism cannot help but be enriched by new 
experience, by new knowledge; consequently, its individual formulas 
and conclusions must change with the passing of time, must be replaced 
by new formulas and conclusions corresponding to new historical tasks. 
Marxism does not recognize immutable conclusions and formulas oblig-
atory for all epochs and periods.”113 Ultimately, Stalin’s rehashing of 
Marxism (and) Leninism could be read in a more general key. It should 

 



112  |  Bolshevism, Marxism, Russian Tradition

be placed in the original interpretative ethos of Bolshevik “substitution-
ism.” Georg Lukács justifi ed Lenin’s theory of the revolution based on 
the idea of “ascribed class consciousness,” that is, “the appropriate ra-
tional reactions ‘imputed’ to a par tic u lar typical position in the pro cess 
of production.”114 Why would we not accept the same ascription for the 
building of state socialism? Both for Lenin and for Stalin, the state that 
seemed to stubbornly refuse to wither away remained the ultimate test 
for “the real understanding and recognition of Marxism.”115

Going back to the ambivalence of Leninism, I think that what we 
need to stress, beyond the debates about its Marxist, Rus sian, or reifi ed 
core (by Stalin), is that “its goal is to transcend any par tic u lar politics . . .  
and to realize a philosophical project over the heads (or behind the 
backs) of the participants. Its justifi cation lies in its claim to transcend 
their (alienated) self- consciousness in the name of the really real truth. It 
is politics as antipolitics.”116 From this point of view, regardless of dis-
tinctions between party persuasion and coercion (in Tucker’s formula-
tion) or the language of reason versus that of magic, it is undeniable that 
Lenin was the one who created the possibility for the culmination of 
“Marx’s hypothesis that the working class has a privileged knowledge of 
the fi nal purpose of history in the assertion that Comrade Stalin is al-
ways right.”117 Lenin produced and implemented a charismatic doctrine 
of universal human regeneration, a New Faith (as Czesław Miłosz called 
Bolshevism) based on “the archetypal human faculty for imbuing the 
home and the community, and hence the new home and the new com-
munity, with suprahuman, ritual signifi cance.”118 In the fi nal analysis, 
Leninism was the child of three mothers: the Enlightenment with its fo-
cus on reason and progress; Marx’s social theory and project of world 
historical transformation; and the Rus sian revolutionary tradition with 
its utilitarian nihilism and a quasi- religious socialist vision of the trans-
formation of mankind.

With this intellectual pedigree in mind, one needs to be very cautious 
in writing Leninism’s defi nitive obituary. Yes, as a Rus sian model of so-
cialism it is exhausted, but there is something in Leninism— if you want, 
its antidemo cratic, collectivist pathos associated with the invention of 
the party as a mystical body transcending individual fears, anguishes, 
despair, loneliness, and so on— that remains with us. All po liti cal fi gures 
in post- Soviet Russia— all parties, movements, and associations— defi ne 
themselves, and must do so, in relationship to Lenin’s legacies. In this 
respect, as an or gan i za tion al principle but not as a worldview, Leninism 
is alive, if not well. Ideologically it is extinct, of course, but its repudia-
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tion of demo cratic deliberation and contempt for “sentimental bour-
geois values” has not vanished. This is because the cult of the or ga ni za-
tion and the contempt for individual rights is part and parcel of one 
direction within the “Rus sian tradition.” Rus sian memory includes a 
plurality of trends, and one should avoid any kind of Manichean tax-
onomy. It is doubtless that, as Christian existentialist phi los o pher Niko-
lai Berdyaev noticed, there is something deeply Rus sian in the love for 
the ultimate, universally cathartic, redeeming revolution, which explains 
why Lenin and his followers (including the highly sophisticated phi los o-
phers Georg Lukács and Ernst Bloch) embraced a certain cataclysmic, 
messianic, absolutist direction within the Marxist tradition.119 The Bol-
shevik revolution was indeed the expression of Rus sian intellectuals’ 
obsession with “a version of a thirst for the sacred with a concomitant 
revulsion against the profane, a contest of values that can be seen in an 
early paradigm, the story of Christ’s throwing the money changers out 
of the temple.”120 In his revolutionary praxis, Lenin, as famously for-
mulated by Robert C. Tucker, “married the old image of two warring 
Rus sias with Marxism.”121 Leninism was “not solely a revolutionary 
 response to the inequities of the Tsarist state and the social injustice 
 endemic to capitalist liberalism, but also a response to the crisis of 
modernity.”122

At the same time, one should place Leninism in contradistinction to 
other versions of Marxism, which  were at least as legitimate if not more 
legitimate than the Bolshevik doctrine. It is not at all self- evident that 
one can derive the genocidal logic of the gulags from Marx’s universalis-
tic postulates, whereas it is quite clear that much of the Stalinist system 
existed in embryo in Lenin’s Rus sia. Together with Robert C. Tucker, we 
should admit the heterogeneous nature of the Bolshevik tradition itself 
and avoid the temptation of “retrospective determinism.” Thus Stalin’s 
Lenin was only one of the possibilities implied in the Leninist project.

Now, in dealing with the impact of Rus sian ideas and practices on 
the West, there is always a problem: what Rus sian tradition do we refer 
to?123 The Decembrist or the czarist- autocratic one? Cernyshevsky or 
Herzen? Chaadaev or Gogol? Turgenev or Dostoyevski? The humanists 
who opposed the pogroms and the blood libel or the Black Hundreds? 
The liberal writer Vladimir Korolenko or the czarist reactionary Kon-
stantin Pobedonostsev? The Bolshevik apocalyptical scenario or the 
Menshevik evolutionary socialism? The Nechaev- style terrorist rejection 
of the status quo, the intelligentsia’s perpetual self- fl agellation and out-
rage, or the dissident vision of a tolerant polis? Even within the dissident 
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culture, there has always been a tension between the liberals and the 
nationalists, between the supporters of Andrei Sakharov and those of 
Igor Shafarevich, between Solzhenitsyn’s Slavophile inclinations and 
Sergey Kovalev’s demo cratic universalism.124 All these questions remain 
as troubling now as they  were one hundred years ago. Once again, Rus sia 
is confronted with the eternal questions “What is to be done?” and “Who 
are to be blamed?” And whether they admit it or not, all participants in 
the debate are haunted by Lenin’s inescapable presence. Lenin was the 
most infl uential Rus sian po liti cal personality of the twentieth century, 
and for Eastern Eu ro pe ans, Lenin’s infl uence resulted in the complete 
transformation of their life worlds. It would be easy to simply say that 
Leninism succumbed to the events of 1989– 91, but the truth is that re-
sidual Bolshevism continues to be a major component of the hybrid tran-
sitional culture of post- Soviet Rus sia (and East Central Eu rope).

To return to our initial dilemma about the proper interpretation of 
the Soviet experiment, one needs to draw one fi nal line and ask, What 
was Lenin’s unique, extraordinary innovation? What was the substance 
of his transformative action?  Here I think that Jowitt rather than Žižek 
gave the accurate answer. The charismatic vanguard party, made up of 
professional revolutionaries, was invented by Lenin over one hundred 
years ago, in 1902, when he wrote his most infl uential text, What Is to 
Be Done? Lars Lih disagrees with the “textbook interpretation” of Le-
ninism (the predestined- pedagogical role of the revolutionary vanguard, 
i.e., the Communist Party) and insists that many, if not most, Social 
Demo crats at the beginning of the twentieth century  were convinced of 
the need to bring consciousness to the class from “without.”125 According 
to Lih, the thrust of the criticism from other socialists was aimed not at 
What Is to Be Done, but rather at his “Letter to a Comrade,” written in 
September 1902, and especially One Step Forward Two Steps Back-
wards, published in the spring of 1904. But this “injection approach” 
(bringing consciousness from the outside, awakening a dormant prole-
tariat) was not the thrust of Lenin’s main revision of classical Marxism: it 
was not educational action per se, but rather the nature of the pedagogi-
cal agent that mattered in the story. This “party of a new type” symbol-
ized what Antonio Gramsci later called the “New Prince”: a new fi gure of 
the po liti cal that absorbs and incorporates the in de pen dent life of society 
up to the point of defi nitive osmosis or asphyxiation.
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Bolshevism as Po liti cal Messianism

Lenin created a mystique of the party as the ultimate repository of stra-
tegic wisdom, a “community of saints” dedicated to bringing about the 
cataclysmic millenium: it was the historical agent, for it encompassed 
the professional revolutionaries, those who, by reuniting their acting 
and thinking faculties, regained “the grace of the harmonious original be-
ing.”126 One statement speaks volumes about the totemic entity he wished 
to create: “We believe in the party, we see in her the reason, the honor and 
the conscience of our epoch . . .  the only guarantee for the liberation 
movement of the working class.”127 For the Bolsheviks, “like Christ, the 
party was, at one and the same time, a real institution and an incarnated 
idea. The formation of the Party was the First Coming; not fully appreci-
ated by an immature working class, it heralded a Second Coming and the 
apotheosis of workers’ consciousness at which point all workers would 
join the Party, thereby rendering it superfl uous. The eschatological signifi -
cance of the Party explained the zeal with which the Marxists guarded its 
purity.”128 Lenin developed an exclusivist vision of party unity founded 
on unfl inching adherence to the established doctrinal line and not on a 
consensual agreement about the main ideological tenets. For him, it was 
“the unity of Marxists, not the unity of Marxists with the enemies and 
distorters of Marxism.”129 As I have shown, this unwillingness to com-
promise over the interpretation of history is one of the fundamental fea-
tures of the sacralization of politics.

Leninism was a form of modern messianism intolerant of realities 
escaping its ideological panorama. It was a production recipe for The 
Communist Manifesto’s “scenario for the drama of millenarian redemp-
tion.”130 The professional revolutionaries who made up “the party of a 
new type”  were, according to Yury Piatakov, “men of miracles” bring-
ing into life “that which is considered impossible, not realizable and 
 inadmissible. . . .  [W]e are people of special temper, without any equiva-
lents in history precisely because we make impossible possible.”131 There-
fore, the party was the embodiment of historical reason and militants 
 were expected to carry out its orders without hesitation or reservation. 
Discipline, secrecy, and rigid hierarchy  were essential to such a party, 
especially during clandestine activities (like those in Rus sia). The main 
role of the party was to awaken proletarian self- consciousness and instill 
revolutionary doctrine (faith) into the dormant proletariat. This was 
the party’s salvifi c mission, and because of it the party was the embodi-
ment of freedom. Instead of relying on the spontaneous development of 
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consciousness among the industrial working class, Leninism saw the 
party as a catalytic agent bringing revolutionary knowledge, will, and 
or ga ni za tion to the exploited masses.132 Futurist poet Vladimir Maya-
kovsky was right when he said:

When we say Lenin
We mean the Party
And when we say Party
We mean Lenin.133

First Leninism, then Stalinism, codifi ed the total commitment to an 
apocalyptic scenario dedicated to bringing about not only a new type 
of society but also a new type of human being.134 With its ambition to 
initiate an anthropological revolution, Marxism can be regarded as a 
form of utopian radicalism— utopian because it is basically future ori-
ented and overlooks the perennial features of the human condition, 
radical inasmuch as it aims to transform the body politic and establish 
a form of social or ga ni za tion totally different form all previous ones. 
Moreover, in its Bolshevik application, this utopian radicalism turned 
into “a set of values and beliefs, a culture, a language, new forms of 
speech, more modern customs and new ways of behaving in public 
and  in private.” And the name under which all this came together 
was  Stalinism—a self- identifi ed separate and superior civilization.135 
Marxism- Leninism as mythology therefore relied on two mutually 
conditioning myths: a sustaining one (the fi rst workers’ state with its 
corollary the Great October Revolution) and an eschatological one (the 
realization of Communism).136 According to these myths, Marx’s col-
lectivity of self- determined, quasi- divine beings undergoing “perpetual 
becoming that knows no limits and continually striving forwards anew” 
entered its kairos, accomplishing the ultimate destiny prefi gured by his-
tory. This triumphant tale of humanity’s renewal was provisioned only 
by surrender and self- sacrifi ce to the will of the leader (unqualifi ed 
yet).137 It was the “scientifi c” answer to the paradox of theodicy intrinsic 
to Marxism: the eschatological subject was identifi ed, but its coming 
of age needed leadership— the Kautskyan intervention from without, 
Lenin’s party of a new type and, why not, ultimately Stalin’s revolu-
tion from above. Marxism- Leninism was the formula used to recon-
cile the ever- expanding rational mastery of the world with the aspira-
tion for individual liberation.

The Leninist party is dead (it is quite ironic that the Gennady 
Zyuganov– style epigones of the Communist Party of the Rus sian Fed-
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eration combine Slavophile orthodoxy, xenophobia, imperialism, and 
Bolshevik nostalgia in a baroque nationalist- cum- egalitarian collectivis-
tic blending).138 But the cult of the party as a sacred institution, the 
sectarian vision of a community of virtuous, ascetic, righ teous individu-
als selfl essly committed to improving the life of humanity and erecting 
Nikolai Chernyshevky’s “Crystal Palace” here and now is not extinct.139 
It explains the nature of the post- Communist transitions where initia-
tives from below are still marginal and the center of power remains, in 
many cases, as conspiratorial, secretive, and nondemo cratic as it was in 
pre- Leninist and Leninist times. Is this bound to stay the same? My an-
swer is tentatively negative; after all, the monolith is broken, the dream 
of Communism as the secular kingdom of God has failed. The challenge 
remains, however, of coming to terms with Lenin’s legacies and admit-
ting that Sovietism was not imposed by extraterrestrial aliens on an in-
nocent intelligentsia but rather found its causes, origins, and most propi-
tious ground in the radical segments of Rus sian po liti cal culture.140 To 
put it simply, the Third International and the major schism within the 
world Marxist movement  were the consequences of Lenin’s defi ant ges-
ture, his seizure of power in the fall of 1917. His determination to force 
socialist revolution upon the czarist empire, and implicitly upon the 
world, triggered the beginning of the epoch of totalitarian politics. And 
his single- mindedness would be emulated by others. Rosa Luxemburg 
again anticipated the signifi cance of the Bolshevik push for state power: 
“Their October uprising was not only the actual salvation of the Rus-
sian Revolution: it was also the salvation of the honor of international 
socialism.”141 Indeed, until 1989, the October Revolution remained the 
central symbolic pillar of the world Communist movement.

The two letters Lenin sent to the Bolshevik Central Committee on 
September 15, 1917 (The Bolsheviks Must Assume Power and Marxism 
and Insurrection), sum up the voluntaristic pathology of the po liti cal 
that was to plague the rest of the century: “History will never forgive 
us if we do not assume power now. . . .  We shall win absolutely and 
unquestionably. . . .  Our victory is assured for the people are close to des-
peration and we are showing the entire people a way out. . . .  The major-
ity of the people are on our side. . . .   It would be naïve to wait for a 
‘formal’ majority; no revolution ever waits for that.”142 Hitler shared this 
self- entitlement, for he too was convinced that mundane politics  were to 
be sacrifi ced on the altar of the total revolution: “We are avid for power, 
and we take it wherever we can get it. . . .  Wherever we see a possibility 
to move in, we go! . . .  Whoever has us clinging to his coattails can never 
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get rid of us again.”143 To paraphrase Claude Lefort, both Leninism and 
Fascism identifi ed with the revolution as an irreversible moment break-
ing with the past and creating a totally new world. In this sense they are 
cosmic mutations of symbolic structure.

The Bolshevik takeover of power in October 1917 inaugurated a 
period of global ideological warfare that may have come to an end only 
with the collapse of the USSR in 1991 (the “age of extremes,” as Eric 
Hobsbawm calls this epoch or, to use George Lichtheim’s term, later 
adopted by Ernst Nolte, “the Eu ro pe an civil war”). Because of Lenin, a 
new type of politics was born in the twentieth century, one founded 
upon fanat i cism, elitism, unfl inching commitment to a sacred cause, 
and total submission of critical reason by means of faith to a self- 
appointed “vanguard” of militant illuminati.144 Clara Zetkin’s exalted 
proclamation at the Third Party Congress of the KPD (the German Com-
munist Party) in 1923 refl ected the ethos of a new po liti cal religion being 
born: “Take off your shoes! The ground on which you stand is holy 
ground. It is ground sanctifi ed through the revolutionary struggle [and] 
the re volutionary sacrifi ces of the Rus sian proletarian.”145 With Lenin, 
the  activist turned into a professional revolutionary (regardless of back-
ground, intellectual or proletarian— Heinz Neumann or Ernst Thälmann 
in the KPD; Gheorghiu- Dej, Ana Pauker, David Fabian, or Lucretiu 
P{tr{scanu in the RCP). Henceforth, the revolutionary fanatic sought 
deliverance in the elevation of mass movements.146 S/he was a soldier act-
ing out a newly  acquired, virtuous identity validated by the righ teousness 
of the world mission.147

In an important book, Claude Lefort, the distinguished French po liti-
cal phi los o pher,148 proposes a deliberatively controversial thesis. Engag-
ing in a polemic with François Furet and Martin Malia, Lefort maintains 
that Bolshevism (or, in general, twentieth- century Communism) was not 
simply an ideological mirage.149 Ideology mattered enormously, as dem-
onstrated by Solzhenitsyn, about whom Lefort wrote extensively. But 
ideological passion alone or the will to impose a utopian blueprint can-
not explain the longevity and intensity of the Communist phenomenon. 
In the spirit of French sociology (Emile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss), 
Lefort contended that it would be fruitful to regard Communism as a 
“total social fact.” The totalitarian system can be seen not only as an 
emotional- intellectual superstructure but also as an institutional en-
semble inspired by these passions. In other words, it is not the original 
Marxism constituted in the Western revolutionary tradition that explains 
the Soviet tragedy but rather the mutation introduced by Lenin.
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There is, undoubtedly, an authoritarian temptation at the heart of 
the Marxian project, but the idea of the ultracentralized, sectarian, ex-
tremely militarized party, composed of a minority of knowledgeable 
“chosen ones” who possess the gnosis while preaching egalitarian rhet-
oric to the masses, is directly linked to Lenin’s intervention in the evolu-
tion of Rus sian and Eu ro pe an social democracy. Lenin’s revolutionary 
novelty consists in the cult of the dogma and the elevation of the party 
as the uniquely legitimate interpreter of the revealed truth (a trait of 
right- wing revolutionary totalitarian movements): “Even when it was 
still neither a monolithic party nor a single party, it potentially com-
bined these two characteristics because it represented the Party- as- One, 
not one party among others (the strongest, most daring among them), 
but that party whose aim was to act under the impulse of a single will 
and to leave nothing outside its orbit, in other words, to merge with the 
state and society.”150 Moreover, Lefort emphasized the prescriptive role 
of the supposedly revealed Word as a defi ning characteristic of left to-
talitarianism: “The Text [Écrit] was supposed to answer all questions 
emerging in the course of things. Presenting itself at once as the origin 
and the end of knowledge, the Text required a certain kind of reader: 
the Communist Party member.”151 Indeed, Lenin carried to an extreme 
the idea of a privileged relation between “revolutionary theory” and 
“practice.” The latter constitutes (substantiates) itself in the fi gure of the 
presumably infallible party, custodian of an omniscience (“epistemic 
infallibility,” to use Giuseppe di Palma’s term) that defi nes and exorcises 
any doubt as a form of treason. The party was invested with demiurgic 
characteristics practically substituting for the revolutionary class— an 
elite invested by history with the mission of the salvation of humanity 
via revolution. Robert C. Tucker correctly diagnosed Lenin’s invention: 
“Revolutions do not simply come, he was contending, they have to be 
made, and the making requires a properly constituted and functioning 
or ga ni za tion of revolutionaries. Marx proclaimed the inevitable and 
imminent coming of the world proletarian socialist revolution. Lenin 
saw that the coming was neither inevitable nor necessarily imminent. 
For him— and this was a basic idea underlying the charter document 
of his Bolshevism, although nowhere did he formulate it in just these 
words— there was no revolution outside the party. Nulla salus extra 
ecclesiam.”152

In opposition to those authors who are still ready to grant Marxism 
and even Leninism a certain legitimacy in their claims to liberal- democratic 
pedigrees, it is essential to recognize (together with Lefort)153 that 
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Bolshevism was inherently inimical to po liti cal liberties. It is not an ac-
cidental deviation from the demo cratic project but its logical, direct and 
unequivocal antithesis. Thus Lefort quotes Alexis de Tocqueville: “To 
grant the epithet of demo cratic to a government that denies po liti cal free-
dom to its citizens is a blatant absurdity.” The annihilation of democracy 
within Leninist practice is determined by the nature of the party as a 
secular substitute for the unifying totalizing mystique in the po liti cal 
body of the absolute sovereign (the medieval king). In other words, the 
Leninist model breaks with the Enlightenment tradition and reasserts the 
integral homogenization of the social space as a po liti cal and pragmatic 
ideal. According to Lefort, the fundamental or gan i za tion al principle of 
Communism was “the People- as- One”—the golden rule of unity of the 
new society: “It is denied that division is constitutive of society. In the so- 
called socialist world, there can be no other division than that between 
the people and its enemies: a division between inside and outside, no in-
ternal division. After the revolution, socialism is not only supposed to 
prepare the way for the emergence of a classless society, it must already 
manifest that society which bears within itself the principle of homoge-
neity and self- transparency.”154 Under the circumstances, it is diffi cult to 
see a way to demo cratize Leninist regimes, precisely because the doc-
trine’s original intention was to or ga nize total domination. Communism 
was indeed a deviant, though very real, version of modernity, an attempt 
to realize a new world- space (espace- monde) where the difference be-
tween I and Thou dissipated into the party, “the only concretion of the 
social” (to quote Lefort).

Here lies the essence of the Leninist (or Communist) question: the 
institution of the monolithic, unique party that emerges as a “besieged 
fortress” after 1903 (the great schism between Bolsheviks and Menshe-
viks) acquired planetary dimensions after 1917. Marxism, converted 
and adjusted by Lenin, ceased to be a revolutionary doctrine intended 
to grasp or conceive (begreifen) reality and became an ideological body 
that requires from militants a discipline of action that makes them “mem-
bers of a collective body.” Thus Bolshevism added to nineteenth- century 
revolutionary mythologies something new: the inclusion of power in a 
type of repre sen ta tion that defi nes the party as a magical entity. It is 
thus important to keep in mind the signifi cance of the po liti cal and sym-
bolic structures of Leninism, the underpinnings that ensured its suc-
cess as an ideological state (Weltanschauungstaat). No matter how we 
look at it, Lenin’s celebration of the party’s predestined status, together 
with his obsessive insistence on conspiratorial forms of or ga ni za tion 
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(revolutionary “cells”) and the cult of fanatic regimentation, have initi-
ated a new form of po liti cal radicalism, irrevocably opposed to the West-
ern individualistic liberal tradition or, for that matter, to antiauthoritar-
ian, demo cratic (liberal) socialism. Leninism’s Weltanschauung was as 
intolerant and exclusivist as that of Fascism: it demanded “complete rec-
ognition as well as the complete adaptation of public life to its ideas.”155 
In the twentieth century, Leninism and Fascism brought about an unpre-
ce dented “enlargement, intensifi cation, and dynamicization of po liti cal 
power”156 with the purpose of radically transforming the world.

With this in mind, I would conclude that Slavoj Žižek’s proposed 
“return to Lenin” means simply a return to a politics of irresponsibility, 
the resurrection of a po liti cal ghost whose main legacies are related to 
the limitation, rather than the expansion, of demo cratic experimenta-
tion. After all, it was Lenin who suppressed direct democracy in the 
form of councils, disbanded the embryonic Rus sian parliament, and 
transformed terror into a privileged instrument for preserving power. 
Žižek seems to adopt, and truly enjoy, the role of Thomas Mann’s char-
acter, the Jesuit dialectician Leo Naphta: an oracle of the resurrection of 
what one might call le désir de révolution. In his defense of Leninism, 
Žižek actually advocates the rehabilitation of chiliastic experiences, sec-
ular soteriologies, and visionary messianism, all for the sake of regaining 
the “authentically apocalyptical Paulinian atmosphere.” Simultaneously, 
though, he (and others who imitate his plea) does not seem to mind the 
mass graves that people keep discovering wherever the Leninist ideal, in 
one form or the other, has been implemented. When Hitler destroyed the 
Weimar constitutional system and abolished all “bourgeois freedoms,” 
he imitated the Bolshevik pre ce dent of the permanent emergency as a 
justifi cation for legitimizing the destruction of legality and eliminating 
(including physical annihilation) all those regarded as “objective” ob-
stacles to building a perfect, organic community. Despite their pretense 
of rationality, the Bolsheviks, “unconstrained by concerns of legality or 
any usual checks on executive power,  were particularly prone to resort 
to naked force.”157

In the Soviet  Union, Fascist Italy, and Nazi Germany, the abolition 
of the prerevolutionary state created “the institutional precondition for 
cumulative radicalization. Flexible, extra- legal; and extra- bureaucratic 
agencies institutionalized the terror against fi ctitious enemies; the fi c-
tion of a future civilization and a new moral sense that legitimized 
it.”158 The new order of the utopia in power opened the door to a sort 
of “institutional Darwinism” defi ned by “po liti cal activism occurring 
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on its own, or at least without immediate direction” from the power cen-
ter (the leader or party).159 This pro cess can account for both the escala-
tion of terror and the or gan i za tion al corruption and ultimate demise of 
these totalitarian po liti cal movements. The fundamental difference with 
National Socialism (but not so much with Mussolini’s Fascism, consider-
ing that it did survive for at least two de cades) was that Lenin and Stalin 
“achieved not only a social revolution but the conditions of a stable po-
liti cal order.”160 Bertrand Russell in The Practice and Theory of Bolshe-
vism, written upon his return from the Soviet  Union in 1920, diagnosed 
the murderous reality lying at the heart of Lenin’s po liti cal invention, 
the specter that contemporary prophets of irresponsibility such as Žižek 
choose to ignore: “I felt that everything I valued in human life was being 
destroyed in the interests of a glib and narrow philosophy, and that in 
the pro cess untold misery was being infl icted upon many millions of 
 people.”161 Once victorious in 1917, Lenin opened a Pandora’s box. By 
the end of the twentieth century, all we found was tyranny and bloodshed 
anywhere his world- historical exploit was emulated, from Shanghai to 
Rostock.  
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chapter 4

Dialectics of Disenchantment
Marxism and Ideological Decay in Leninist Regimes

The Western system may be fl awed in many social respects, 
but it is, after all, a fully operational demo cratic system, not 
a dictatorship. I would certainly agree that the Western 
democracies, too, are now without a universally accepted 
value- system, but whereas the loss of such a system in a live 
democracy is balanced by the interaction of a broad variety 
of demo cratic institutions, the loss of ideology in a totalitar-
ian society means the complete collapse of the morale of that 
society, because the sole justifi cation of totalitarian rule is the 
ideology on which it rests.

—Zdenek Mlynár (in George Urban, ed., Communist Reformation)

Communist regimes  were partocratic ideocracies (as discussed by au-
thors such as Leonard Schapiro, Alain Besançon, Martin Malia, Rich-
ard Pipes, Orlando Figes, and Stephen Kotkin). Their only claim to le-
gitimacy was purely ideological, that is, derived from the or ga nized 
belief system shared by the elites and inculcated into the masses that the 
party benefi ted by special access to historical truth. If this interpretation 
is correct, then deradicalization, the decline of self- generated energy, 
primarily in the fi eld of ideological monopoly, leads to increased vulner-
ability. The demise of the supreme leader (Stalin, Mao, Enver Hoxha, 
or Tito) has always ushered in ideological anarchy and loss of self- 
confi dence among the rulers. Kenneth Jowitt correctly pointed out that 
“there is a constant tendency in Leninism toward strong executive lead-
ers.”1 Sometimes, though, Communist parties invoke also the leader-
ship of a messiahlike prophet, a charismatic guide.2 The cases of Stalin 
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and Mao are the most obvious, but Nicolae Ceausescu, Enver Hoxha, 
Ho Chi Minh, Kim Il- sung, and others come to mind as well. Building 
upon Jowitt’s argument, we can observe the following trend: in an at-
tempt to permanently confi rm and sustain the “charismatic impersonal-
ism” of the party under Communism (particularly in its Stalinism ava-
tars), magic, miracle, and mysticism blended in totalitarian regimes that 
 were apparently scientifi cally justifi ed. In fact, they  were chiliastic ideol-
ogies, redemptive doctrines shrouded in rationalistic disguise, po liti cal 
religions based on their own sense of original sin, the fall of mankind, 
historical torment, and fi nal salvation. Attempts to restore the “betrayed 
values” of the original project (Nikita Khrushchev, Mikhail Gorbachev) 
resulted in ideological disarray, a change of mind among former sup-
porters, desertion of critical intellectuals from the “fortress,” criticism of 
the old dogmas, awakening, a break with past, and eventually apostasy. 
If we compare the Leninist experiments with Fascist revolutionary uto-
pias, the absence of a revisionist temptation within Fascism is striking. 
With very few exceptions, like the brothers Gregor and Otto Strasser 
(early Nazis who broke with Hitler’s regime soon after the takeover), 
there  were no disenchanted Nazis. The plot against Hitler in 1944 was 
fomented by conservative aristocrats and military luminaries who wanted 
to avoid a crushing defeat by the Allies and a much feared occupation by 
the Red Army.3

This chapter looks into the adventures of critical Marxism in Soviet- 
style regimes and its corrosive impact on the Moscow center during 
the 1970s and particularly the 1980s. Furthermore, I conceptualize the 
Gorbachev phenomenon as a culmination of the revisionist ethos in the 
socialist bloc, which implicitly turns the focus of my contribution on 
the inherent paradoxes and fallacies of perestroika. The latter is per-
ceived to be inherent in the incompleteness of East Eu ro pe an Marxist 
revisionism’s promise for change. Nevertheless, by no means do I deny 
the role of this fascinating period of intellectual and po liti cal history in 
providing a fundamental lesson about the role of ideas in the disintegra-
tion of authoritarian regimes of Leninist persuasion. Such a self- critical 
development would have been unthinkable under the Nazi regime, as 
already shown in previous chapters.

My point is that the impact of Marxist revisionism and critical intel-
lectuals can hardly be overestimated and that this impact is one of the 
main distinctions between Communism and Fascism. The adventure of 
revisionism led these intellectuals beyond the once- worshipped para-
digm, critical Marxism turned into post- Marxism and even, as in the 
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case of Kołakowski, into liberal anti- Marxism. In his gripping book 
about the postwar Soviet intelligentsia, historian Vladislav Zubok con-
cludes that the story of this group, which is crucial to understanding the 
fate of Leninism in the twentieth century, was about “the slow and 
painful disappearance of their revolutionary- romantic idealism and op-
timism, their faith in progress and in the enlightenment of people.” He 
emphasizes that “the children of Zhivago spent their lives on ‘a voyage 
from the coast of Utopia’ into the turbulent open sea of individual 
self- discovery.”4

Among Soviet and Eastern Eu ro pe an intelligentsia, Marxism was 
found wanting in its most powerful ambition, to respond in a positively 
engaging way to the challenges of demo cratic modernity, to restructure 
demo cratic imagination itself:

With one resolute gesture of contempt, therefore, Marx swept away all par-
ticularities: the interests of the peasants, of middle classes, of nations, and of 
colonialism. This absolute universalism made Marx particularly insensitive 
to po liti cal questions in general, and to demo cratic politics in par tic u lar. 
Demo cratic politics is one of the basic components of modernity, and, when 
Marx failed to cope with this problem, his pioneering theory of modernity 
was drastically curtailed. One could only speculate as to why a man of ge-
nius, who discovered and analyzed so many basic features of modernity, was 
not to the slightest degree superior to any of his socialist contemporaries 
whenever he embarked in discussing po liti cal problems. When it came to 
politics, his genius invariably failed him. The bombastic style of his po liti cal 
writings, the vagueness of his po liti cal ideas, the open bias of his judgments, 
and the mythologization of his favorite heroes shift Marx back to a period 
and its guises, the epoch of the French Revolution and Bonapartism, pre-
cisely that period the ideological customs of which Marx had so vigorously 
sought to debunk.5

I argue that only the reinvention of politics operated by the dissident 
movement could offer the possibility of achieving genuine democracy 
and full liberty in Eastern Eu rope and the Soviet  Union. The proposed 
analysis represents a revisiting and development of my theses on the 
role of ideological disillusionment in the ultimate decline (deradicaliza-
tion) of Leninist regimes as formulated in the 1980s and early 1990s.6

Several generations have come of po liti cal age in Eastern Eu rope and 
the Soviet  Union by assimilating a radical promise of universal redemp-
tion, genuine equality, and emancipation. The civilization built and ex-
ported by the Bolsheviks had a totalizing ambition encompassing all 
spheres of life. In the early 1980s, exiled dissident writer Andrei Sin-
yavsky argued that this alternative illiberal modernity was “a durable, 
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stable . . .  structure, . . .  [which] arouses the interest and attention of the 
world as, perhaps, the most unusual and awe- inspiring [groznoe] phe-
nomenon of the twentieth century. It is awe- inspiring because it makes 
claims to the future of all mankind and . . .  considers itself as an ideal and 
as the logical conclusion of the development of world history.”7 This con-
struct of Leninism was fi rst and foremost erected on faith. Emancipation 
from such radically transformative conviction became an odyssey syn-
onymous with the history of Communism. As one Soviet phi los o pher put 
it, “I resisted long and fi ercely, until I had to surrender before . . .  life it-
self [my emphasis].”8

Marxism in its Leninist avatar was imposed as the philosophy par 
excellence, the unique scientifi c worldview, the spiritual complement of 
the technological- industrial evolution of the society. It jealously guided, 
inspired, and motivated the political- intellectual development of East 
Eu ro pe an societies. It regulated their main po liti cal, philosophical, ethi-
cal, and aesthetic corpus of hypotheses, theses, values, norms, and opin-
ions. Moreover, under the specifi c circumstances of the Stalinist period, 
Marxism was converted into dialectical materialism (Diamat), a simu-
lacrum of dialectical jargon combined with pseudoscientifi c claims. The 
latter was gradually instituted into a monopolistic orthodoxy imagined 
according to the requirements of self- suffi cient, noncontradictory, and 
a priori infallible religious dogmas. Conceived as such, it brought about 
a continual stiffening of spiritual life in Eastern Eu ro pe an countries, as 
well as a normal, absolutely logical counterreaction of refusal and dis-
satisfaction with the prevalent ideas.

The Stalinist functionalist- pragmatic Weltanschauung succeeded in 
emphasizing as altogether certain and genuinely axiomatic a number 
of theses from Karl Marx’s early writing, The German Ideology (such 
as economic determinism and the assumption that the dominant ideas 
within a social or ga ni za tion are the ideas of the hegemonic group). It 
also took on several naïve materialist positions defended and promoted 
by Lenin in Materialism and Empiriocriticism, above all Lenin’s vulgar 
repre sen ta tion of the philosophical parties. Under Stalin, dialectics 
suffered a strange metamorphosis, a pro cess of refunctionalization, the 
result of which was its transformation into a mere ideological weapon, 
a mythological instrument supporting each po liti cal step of the regime, 
each tactical turning. Robert C. Tucker, in his attempt to understand 
Stalin’s urge to master the supposedly objective laws of socioeconomic 
development, pointed to his adoption of “a legislative attitude toward 
reality. . . .  [W]hat he referred to as ‘objective scientifi c laws’  were an 
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externalization of his inner policy dictates; they  were a projection upon 
Soviet history of the formulas for socio- economic development gener-
ated in his own mind. His own ideas appeared to him as natural neces-
sities governing the development of society [original emphasis].”9

The Utopian Impulse

Stalin’s projection of his own ideas as natural law was, however, the 
result of the structural challenges of utopia in power (adoption, fulfi ll-
ment of ideals, and adaptation to the world). To follow Klaus- Georg 
Riegel, under Stalin Soviet rule became the “hierocratic domination of 
the church- dispensed grace.” In the physical absence of Lenin, the numi-
nous leader incarnating the absolute power of the party, “the imagined 
community of Leninist disciples”10 had to reinvent itself by founding its 
charisma in the scriptures of the founding fathers. The invented tradition 
of Marxism- Leninism was then thrust upon the party ranks as a means 
of purifi cation or, rather, to stabilize the unquestionable normative iden-
tity of the party. However, Stalin’s obsession with strengthening the 
party was not far from Lenin’s dictum that “a party becomes stronger by 
purging itself.”11 Indeed, to prevent diffuseness of dogma and weakness 
among the cadre, Stalin pronounced that “the more drastic the purge, 
the more likelihood is there of a strong and infl uential Party arising.”12

The climax of this mode of operation, its most glaring and outrageous 
consequence, involved the “dialectical confessions” during the Stalinist 
show trials, those abject self- fl agellations meant to give the totalitarian 
po liti cal order moral legitimacy: if all opponents (real or invented)  were 
nothing but scoundrels, loathsome agents of the West, despicable trai-
tors, and infamous saboteurs, then the Stalinist leadership, benefi ting 
from a perfect po liti cal purity, was entitled to invoke the alibi of an “ob-
jective” historical rationality.13 These “poetics of purge” regulated ideo-
logical space within the body social and politics of the Soviet- type polity, 
redefi ning the “elect” within the community and reemphasizing their 
messianic role. Accordingly, the sacred history of the movement was he-
roically rewritten by blood and exclusion. Conceived by its founding 
fathers as an antistatist philosophy, Marxism culminated in the Soviet 
apotheosis of the party and state machine (partolatry and statolatry). 
The legitimacy of the Bolshevik elite derived primarily from its relation-
ship to Marxist doctrine. Arcane as they sounded to external observers, 
the squabbles of the 1920s touched on the most sensitive points of what 
Czesław Miłosz has called the New Faith, an ideology “based on the 
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principle that good and evil are defi nable solely in terms of ser vice or 
harm to the interests of the Revolution.”14 The revolution was hyper-
bolized as a cathartic event, the advent of a new age of social justice. 
Marxism’s claims of scientifi c infallibility  were added into the mix. The 
result was a gnostic vision that explained history and society in almost 
geometric formulas whose deep secrets  were accessible only to a select 
group of ideological guardians. All these factors revealed the pro cess of 
intellectuals being seduced by allegedly ironclad determinism in an age 
of po liti cal extremes. In other words, to quote from a highly infl uential 
book of the 1930s, The ABC of Communism, “what Marx prophesized 
is being fulfi lled under our very eyes.”15

The social promises and regenerative spirit of Bolshevism  were in-
voked as arguments against those who deplored violence by dictatorial 
power. Many intellectuals, including some famous names like Maxim 
Gorky, André Gide, Arthur Koestler, Manès Sperber, Romain Rolland, 
André Malraux, and Ignazio Silone,  were fascinated by what seemed to 
be a heroic historical adventure. The Bolshevik revolution was, to use 
the words crafted by the socialist politician Jean Jaurès for the French 
one, “a monstrous cannon, which had to be maneuvered on its car-
riage with confi dence, swiftness and decisiveness.”16 Moreover, the Soviet 
 Union was, for them, clearly a model for ideas and institutions, the source 
of a new socialist ethos, of a novel humanism, at the time when liberal, 
representative democracy was perceived as having failed to rise to the 
challenges posed by modern societies. Some of them grew disappointed 
with the cynicism of the Communist commissars and left the Leninist 
chapels; others, like Pablo Neruda and Louis Aragon, refused to abjure 
their faith and remained attached to hackneyed Communist tenets. More-
over, upon the Sovietization of Eastern Eu rope, Leninism became an al-
ternative for national rebirth. For example, Communist doctrinaire Vá-
clav Kopecký argued in January 1948 that “the ideology of the new 
Czech o slo vak i a will be the ideology of the new People’s Demo cratic Re-
public and the ideology of transition on the road from capitalism to so-
cialism.”17 Many such examples can be found in the newspapers of those 
years in each of the countries in the region.18 The Communist “moral 
elite” claimed an exclusive mandate of salvation and historical truth in 
fulfi lling its world mission.19 Or, in the words of Jean- Paul Sartre in 1961, 
“Nothing is clearer; what ever its crimes, the USSR has over the bourgeois 
democracies this redoubtable privilege: the revolutionary objective. . . .  
[The Soviet  Union was] incomparable with other nations; it is only pos-
sible to judge it if one accepts its cause and in the name of that cause.”20
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Stalinism as a Po liti cal Myth

The Short Course of History of the CPSU, published in 1938, repre-
sented the paradigm of Bolshevik intellectual debasement: “It not only 
established a  whole pattern of Bolshevik mythology linked to the cult 
of Lenin and Stalin, but prescribed a detailed ritual and liturgy. . . .  The 
Short Course was not merely a work of falsifi ed history but a powerful 
social institution— one of the party’s most important instruments of 
mind control, a device for the destruction both of critical thought and 
of society’s recollections of its own past.”21 Turned into a gospel for the 
international Communist movement, this parody of Marxism was ex-
tolled as the pinnacle of human wisdom. Stalinist ideology brought to 
fruition the pauperization of Marxist theoretical practice and actually 
functioned as an effective counterdoctrine to emasculate the originally 
emancipatory momentum of negative dialectics and to substitute for it 
an opportunist- positivistic sociology deliberately situated beyond tradi-
tional moral borders. Through the Short Course, Leninism became a 
“true book religion” (in the words of Riegel). This “Stalinist revolution 
of belief” provided unitary guidance and unity of will among the cadres 
involved in building socialism in one country, in the Soviet moderniza-
tion project. It was the literary refl ection of the “monopoly of the legiti-
mate use of hierocratic coercion” (as Max Weber put it) exercised by 
Stalin in the show trials. To paraphrase Souvarine, the Short Course para-
digm offi cially transformed Leninism into a religion d’état.22 The human 
being that Stalinism envisaged was supposed to repudiate the classical 
distinctions between good and evil, scornfully discredited as obsolete 
through exposure to another moral code, in many points suggestive of 
the Nazi Übermensch. Its ideology was rooted in hatred and resentment 
and developed into a logic of manipulation, domination, and survival. 
The main task of propaganda was to purify the mind; it was like an exor-
cising ritual through which the regime attempted to eliminate all the 
vestiges of Western culture and to create the human instrument of perfect 
social reproduction. Its content consisted in a few mechanically reiterated 
themes; its method was symbolic aggression, ideological violence. In 
1929, Stalin had proclaimed the “year of the great break” (god velikogo 
pereloma), which, according to Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, connoted “the 
Marxist leap from ‘necessity’ to ‘freedom’ . . .  a complete rupture with 
the accursed old world. . . .  Under Stalin’s leadership, the masses  were 
building an earthly paradise.”23 What was really happening at the time 
was an annihilation of free will, total intoxication, moral dereliction, and 
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thereby absolute identifi cation with the system. It was the Soviet version 
of an individual Gleichschaltung.

Stalinism’s modus operandi was excess in matters such as bureaucra-
tization, police terror, absence of democracy, and censorship: “Not, for 
example, merely coercive peasant policies, but a virtual civil war against 
the peasantry; not merely police repression, or even civil war– style ter-
ror, but a holocaust by terror that victimized tens of millions of people 
for twenty- fi ve years; not merely a Thermidorean revival of nationalist 
tradition, but an almost fascist- like chauvinism; not merely a leader cult, 
but deifi cation of a despot.”24 After the Soviet occupation of Eastern Eu-
rope, the same form of Leninism— they never dared call it Stalinism— 
was decreed the unique interpretation of Marxism. Stalin’s death was “a 
necessary prerequisite of post- Stalin change and, indeed, as the essential 
fi rst act of ‘de- Stalinization.’ ”25 After Nikita Khrushchev’s fulminating 
attack on Stalinism at the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU in February 
1956, certain changes became inevitable within the rigid structure of 
Soviet dogma. In addition to institutional innovations, de- Stalinization 
meant dedogmatization, the end of the boundless worship of sacred texts 
written by or attributed to Stalin. As one author remarked, with de- 
Stalinization, “the relations between the party- state and society under-
went signifi cant changes, with a new emphasis on mediation through soft 
controls, inducements and strategies of incorporation. But the monolithic 
structure of the party- state rule and of economic management remained 
fundamentally unchanged.”26

The Broken Monolith

The post- 1953 po liti cal relaxation, often referred to as the “Thaw,” 
ushered in an era of doubt and criticism. Gone  were the times of abso-
lute certainties dictated by a presumably infallible supreme leader. To-
talitarian imagery that had functioned for de cades through “tremendum 
et fascinosum (the alternation of fear and hope, terror and salvation)”27 
found its spell radically questioned. In spite of its limitations, Khrush-
chev’s Secret Speech, one of the most important po liti cal documents of 
the twentieth century, revealed, to a limited extent, the crimes against the 
party. But its signifi cance lay in the fact that it “stretched the limits of 
unbelief in postwar Soviet Rus sia.”28 Most importantly, the fi rst wave of 
de- Stalinization put an end to terror as an instrument of governance: 
“The reforms to criminal justice, especially the amnesties, and the de-
bunking of the Stalin cult in the Secret Speech stand as lasting achieve-
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ments of the period, for they ensured that full re- Stalinization—of the 
Gulag, and of the Stalin cult— would never again be possible.”29 As early 
as March 1953, K. P. Gorshenin, the minister of justice, argued in Pravda 
that the amnesty decree, which released a total of 1,201,738 people, was 
evidence of “Soviet humanity.” He advocated for “socialist legality” as 
the correct way to ensure the country’s “transition from socialism to 
communism.”30

However, de- Stalinization advanced reforms that “threw up more 
questions than they answered.”31 In the realm of culture and public life, 
de- Stalinization generated a panoply of initiatives aimed at moving away 
from the petrifi ed doctrine toward the origins of Marxism as a philoso-
phy, toward the so- called young Marx as the archetype of a pure, non-
adulterated socialist impetus. In the Soviet  Union, but also Eastern Eu-
rope, “de- Stalinization did not mean the end of the communist ideal. To 
the contrary, it meant a rejuvenation of the idealism and the intellectual 
identity of the pre- Stalin period.” Or, in the words of acclaimed Soviet 
poetess Bella Akhmadulina, “The Revolution isn’t dead; the Revolution 
is sick, and we must help it.”32 Consequently, the po liti cal emancipation 
(de- Bolshevization) of Soviet and East Eu ro pe an intellectuals coincided 
with— and was catalyzed by— the wave of liberalization touched off by 
Nikita Khrushchev’s historical revelations.33 While the campaigns that 
followed the Soviet leader’s Secret Speech “set out to emancipate the 
pop u lar consciousness from the Stalin cult, it also inadvertently risked 
the ‘de- Sovietization’ of public opinion, as swathes of the Soviet popula-
tion reacted in violent, unpredictable and ‘anti- Soviet’ ways to de- 
Stalinization.”34 All the Stalinist theoretical and po liti cal constructions 
had been denounced as a horrible hoax: the illusions could no longer 
cover the squalid reality. The dogmas had proved their total inanity. 
Yearning for moral reform of Communism was the basic motivation for 
the neo- Marxist revival in the Soviet  Union and Eastern Eu rope. Indeed, 
“it was a Marxism that led back to a Eu ro pe an tradition of social- 
democratic reformism.”35 The intellectuals’ rebellion against totalitarian 
controls threatened the endurance of Soviet- type regimes. The terror- 
tainted legitimacy of Sovietism was questioned by critics who could not 
be accused of belonging to the defeated social classes. With their outspo-
ken advocacy of humanism and democracy, they contributed to eroding 
the apparently monolithic consensus.

In a certain way this movement had been anticipated by Yugo slav 
theorists (Moša Pjade, Milovan Djilas, the Praxis group) who felt com-
pelled, by the very logic of the po liti cal confl ict with the Soviet Stalinist 
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elite, to rediscover the initial impulses of Marxist anthropology, sociol-
ogy, and philosophy.36 Those most active, however, in the struggle against 
Stalinist obscurantism  were Hungarian and Polish intellectuals, the ex-
ponents of a radical po liti cal outlook that infl amed the masses through-
out the hectic months after the Twentieth Congress of the Communist 
Party of the Soviet  Union. This fact has to be related to the traditions of 
the Left in those countries, but also to the existence of a confusion within 
the Communist nomenklatura heightened by the growing antibureau-
cratic radicalism of the working class. We have to take into consider-
ation, in this respect, the evolution of the class consciousness of both the 
working class and the intellectuals and the existence of a certain psycho- 
emotional communication, even osmosis, between these two social 
groups. I stress these facts in order to suggest an explanation— beyond 
the sheer force of the po liti cal police— for the relative po liti cal passivity 
of the working class in other Communist countries (such as Romania 
and Bulgaria) and for the astonishing neutrality of the Czech and Slova-
kian intellectuals during the Hungarian and Polish revolts in 1956.

The Saga of Revisionism

More than a de cade after Stalin’s death, the East Eu ro pe an and Soviet 
intelligentsia was experiencing a period of ethical reconstruction, an 
invitation to rehabilitate the  whole historical evolution of Western 
Marxism and to a critical approach to “institutional dialectics.” Georg 
Lukács, an “enigmatic heretic inside his Church” (to quote Ferenc Fe-
hér) invited to participate in the debates of the Petöfi  Circle in Buda-
pest, was perceived as the representative of another Marxism than the 
ossifi ed Diamat preached by the Stalinist doctrinaires; Marxist intellec-
tual Geza Losonczy was the soul of the discussions concerning freedom 
of the press; Leszek Kołakowski was launching his long fi ght for the hu-
manization of the “State- socialist” Polish society, appealing to the poten-
tial of a presumed Socialist New Left. In his 1957 manifesto, “Permanent 
vs. Transitory Aspects of Marxism,” Kołakowski made the seminal dis-
tinction between institutional Marxism and intellectual Marxism. While 
the fi rst was mere religious dogma manipulated by those in power, the 
second was characterized by “radical rationalism in thinking; steadfast 
re sis tance to any invasion of myth in science; an entirely secular view of 
the world; criticism pushed to its ultimate limits; distrust of all closed 
doctrines and systems . . .  a readiness to revise accepted theses, theories 
and methods.”37 Freedom had again become the highest good for human 

 



Marxism and Ideological Decay  |  133

beings released from the asphyxiating dependence on the party’s defi ni-
tion of truth. In the Soviet  Union, the shestidesiatniki, “the people of the 
sixties,” formed a community that “had ‘the ability and desire to think, to 
refl ect about life and its complexities.’ They sought to understand the re-
ality ‘behind every word.’ ”38 A “spirit of revisionism” came about in the 
Soviet bloc that would fundamentally mark the po liti cal and cultural 
dynamics of the region in the late 1950s and 1960s. In this context, revi-
sionism, a term coined by neo- Stalinist orthodoxies to stigmatize critical 
currents of thought and the main adversary encountered by ruling bu-
reaucrats since the factional struggles of the mid- and late 1920s, became 
the main foe of the neo- Stalinist ideological construct.39 One should note, 
however, that revisionism was not a social movement; rather, it was “a 
diffuse ideological current that articulated itself in equal parts in offi cial 
and unoffi cial fora and which was of a highly various character in differ-
ent countries.”40

The favorite theme in the discourses of East Eu ro pe an phi los o phers, 
sociologists, and men of letters in general was the return to an idealized 
Marx: the attempt to detect those elements in Marx’s original design that 
could justify the po liti cally liberating changes within the system. More-
over, that endeavor was conceived as a rediscovery and reinterpretation 
of Marx’s early works, of the  whole Marxian philosophical legacy de-
tested by the Stalinist ideologues. The concept of alienation became the 
basis of the most impassioned philosophical controversies, fostered the 
case for liberalization, and provided the theoretical basis for po liti cal 
criticism. In fact, the “dictatorship of the proletariat” was felt as exactly 
the opposite of the “bright future” promised by the found ers of Marxism. 
It was viewed as a caricature of the project of emancipation announced 
by the Communist Manifesto.

The immediate effect of the general intellectual unrest was the con-
fi guration of a fundamentally radical answer to the obvious structural 
crisis of the East Eu ro pe an Soviet- type societies. One of the most inter-
esting expressions of this phenomenon was the 1964 Open Letter of the 
Basic Party Or ga ni za tion of PZPR (Polish United Workers’ Party) and 
to Members of the University Cell of the  Union of Socialist Youth at 
Warsaw University written by two left- wing antibureaucratic intellec-
tuals, Jacek Kuron, an assistant professor of pedagogy, and Karol Mod-
zelewski, a member the History Department at the University of Warsaw, 
son of Zygmunt Modzelewski, a Communist old- timer and the fi rst for-
eign minister of Communist Poland. The document, a striking example 
of critique of the party from the antitotalitarian Left, claimed to uphold 
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the true principles of Marxism- Leninism against the fi ctitious party de-
mocracy, to defend workers’ rights against top- down decision- making.41 
The same year, Czech legal scholar Zdenek Mlynár drafted The State 
and the Individual (an anticipation of his 1968 “Towards a Demo cratic 
Po liti cal Or ga ni za tion of Society”), in which he tried to reconcile de-
mocracy and socialism. In this document, the author (a former room-
mate of Mikhail Gorbachev during their student years at Moscow 
State University in the early 1950s who became the main ideologue of 
the Prague Spring in 1968) reasserted the role of social organizations in 
the pro cess of demo cratization. Moreover, he emphasized workers’ self- 
management bodies in the factories in order “to overcome the system of 
planning by decree and to establish the socialist enterprise as an autono-
mous agent that would be able to enter the market in that capacity.” 
Moreover, the leading role of the party could be maintained, according 
to Mlynár, only if it was made up of a “conscious vanguard” in ser vice 
to the “overall interests and socialist goals of the entire society,” and it 
didn’t take for granted its leadership but led by “tireless persuasion.”42

It was an exhilarating search for the “realm of freedom” prophesized 
by Marx, an explosion of what Hegel called unglückliches Bewusstsein 
(unhappy consciousness), a revolt of the libertarian undercurrents that 
had survived the mortifying experience of Stalinism. The theoretical man-
ifestations of these undercurrents provided a new semantic horizon, the 
coalescence of a new emotional and intellectual infrastructure that was 
translated into a resurgence of repressed philosophical topics, above all 
humanism as a privileged metaphysical concern. The crushing of the 
Hungarian Revolution and the attempt to tame the Polish intelligentsia, 
the hardening of the po liti cal line in East Eu ro pe an countries between 
1957 and 1961, and the harsh antirevisionist campaign after the publica-
tion of the program adopted by the Communist League of Yugo slavia 
could not obstruct the creative philosophical openings nor hinder the 
antidogmatic impetus that resulted in the humanist- ethical outlook exe-
crated by the impenitent Stalinists and neodogmatics. Revisionism was 
suppressed because of its commitment to values fatally perverted through 
offi cial manipulation. It was a fallacious strategy based on wishful 
thinking and a doomed yearning for moral regeneration of the ruling 
elite. It foolishly demanded dialogue with those who valued only brutal 
force. Detlef Pollack and Jan Wielgohs accurately defi ned its ideological 
character as “system- immanent.” In the same vein, Adam Michnik aptly 
described the inescapable dilemma of neo- Marxist revisionism in East- 
Central Eu rope: “The revisionist concept was based on a specifi c intra- 
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party perspective. It was never formulated into a po liti cal program. It 
assumed that the system of power could be humanized and demo cratized 
and that the offi cial Marxist doctrine was capable of assimilating con-
temporary arts and social sciences. The revisionists wanted to act within 
the framework of the Communist party and Marxist doctrine. They 
wanted to transform ‘from within’ the doctrine and the party in the direc-
tion of demo cratic reform and common sense.”43

The dominant ideological apparatus in the East Eu ro pe an Commu-
nist Parties tried to maintain control over, and eventually to paralyze, 
all these potentially dangerous spiritual developments. From the begin-
ning, de- Stalinization raised the crucial dilemma of “the prerogative to 
direct and control social and cultural change. . . .  Even in its most pop-
ulist, radical moments, however, the party continued to believe in the 
party’s unimpeachable authority over the people.”44 Ideological hacks 
viciously attacked the very idea of the reforms from below that would go 
beyond the party- approved struggle against bureaucratization and for 
increased productivity. The “revisionist” claim for a profound, inclement 
analysis of the Stalinist system and of the  whole tragic texture of events 
and situations euphemistically designated by the Communist parties 
as the “cult of personality” provoked ambivalent reactions. In October 
1961, at the Twenty- second Congress of the Communist Party, Khrush-
chev unleashed a second onslaught on the memory of the defunct tyrant. 
Stalin’s embalmed body was removed from Lenin’s mausoleum, the sanc-
tum sanctorum of Bolshevism. This new thaw, indeed a short- lived and 
inconclusive liberalization, stopped short of in- depth po liti cal and eco-
nomic reforms: “As the party grew more confi dent in publicizing its 
iconoclastic narratives about the Stalinist past, it also, paradoxically (al-
though perhaps necessarily) reduced its commitment to de- Stalinizing the 
Soviet public sphere.”45 The party leaders rapidly became aware of the 
subversive implications of the Marxist “return to the source” and discov-
ered the negative- libertarian appeal of such concepts as alienation, hu-
manism, self- managed democracy, human rights, and freedom of the 
subject. They also grew increasingly weary of “the potential new forms of 
interaction between state and society, and between individual citizens.”46

Subsequently, revisionism became an obsessive projection of Stalinist 
ideologues, the embodiment of their secret anguish. To paraphrase Leszek 
Kołakowski, the jester could not avoid the confrontation with the intol-
erant reaction of the wrathful priests; he had to radicalize his “attitude of 
negative vigilance in the face of any absolute.”47 The ner vous ness of the 
Kremlin leadership regarding the increasingly daring behavior of young 
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Soviet intellectuals radicalized by the new wave of de- Stalinization is best 
exemplifi ed by Nikita Khrushchev’s furious reprimand of Soviet poet 
Andrei Voznesensky. In March 1963, at the amphitheater of the  House of 
the  Unions during a meeting with the Soviet cultural elite, Khrushchev, 
upon hearing Voznesensky praise Vladimir Mayakovsky despite the fact 
that the latter had not been a party member, exploded:

Why are you so proud that you are not a Party member? We will sweep you 
off clean! Do you represent our people or slander our people? . . .  I cannot 
listen calmly to those who lick the feet of our enemies. I cannot listen to the 
agents. Look at him. He would like to create a party of noncommunists. 
Well, you are a member of the party, but it is not the same one I am in. . . .  
The Thaw is over. This is not even a light morning frost. For you and your 
likes it will be the arctic frost [long applause]. We are not those who be-
longed to the Petöfi  Club. We are those who helped smash the Hungarians 
[applause]. . . .  They think that Stalin is dead and anything is allowed . . .  
No, you are slaves! Slaves! Your behavior shows it.48

A New Freeze

By the end of Khrushchev’s rule in the fall of 1964, it was quite clear, 
both in the USSR and Eastern Eu rope, that systemic reform from 
within by a free- thinking intelligentsia operating within the party- defi ned 
boundaries of the permissible had ceased to be a viable option. At the 
same time, the epistemological priority of revisionism in the Soviet bloc 
consisted in focusing Marxist historical methodology on Marxism it-
self. In other words, the historicity of Marxism, the moment of the 
Marxist self- consciousness was central to reinventing the true value of 
negativity as a new space for the affi rmation of particularity against the 
spurious universality glorifi ed by the system. The Hegelian- Marxist di-
rection seemed the most appropriate for assuming a metaphysical legiti-
macy, that spiritual source which expressed and symbolized the same 
ambitions, obsessions, anxieties, and hopes. During the sharp polemics 
of the 1930s, Karl Korsch postulated clearly the signifi cance and sedi-
tious content of Marxist dialectics, and East Eu ro pe an critical Marxists 
did not hesitate to adopt his stance, even to go beyond the positions 
crystallized in Marxismus und Philosophie: the Marxist thinker had the 
obligation to emphasize the philosophical dimension of Marxism, the 
negative nerve of dialectics, “in contrast with the contempt previously 
manifested, in different forms but with the same result, by the various 
currents of Marxism, toward the revolutionary philosophical elements 
of the doctrine created by Marx and Engels.”49
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The champions of the neodogmatic theology  were, of course, the 
Soviet and East German offi cial phi los o phers who specialized in hunt-
ing down the slightest sign of heterodoxy: in the GDR, from the party’s 
chief theoretician, Kurt Hager, to people like Manfred Buhr or Wilhem- 
Raymund Bayer, the East German ideologues missed no opportunity to 
combat and eradicate the revisionist heresy.50 From this point of view, I 
believe it would be inaccurate to consider, with Kołakowski, that the 
traditional exclusive- dogmatic mentality was almost completely re-
placed by a cynical, strictly pragmatic approach specifi c to the new type 
of Communist bureaucrat. Certainly, the most intolerant generation of 
ideological clerks vanished after 1960, but one should not suspect the 
subsequent cohorts of apparatchiks of liberal or humanistic leanings. 
Morally and psychologically, they belonged to a generation different 
from the “priests” once evoked by Kołakowski. They had not been per-
sonally involved in the Stalinist crimes and had no reason to look for 
historical rationalizations, but po liti cally they must have shared the same 
values as their forerunners. They  were “objectively” prisoners of the same 
fallacious logic.51 The indifferent, amoebic ideological apparatchiks, with 
their simulated axiological aloofness,  were actually an effi cient element 
of the smoothly functioning authoritarian- bureaucratic superstructure: 
they had nothing in common with Marxist philosophy or Socialist ethics; 
they superbly ignored embarrassing problems of historical responsibility. 
To paraphrase Engels, their main task was to correct the logic of confl ict-
ing facts, to fashion and expound upon history, against all hope, as im-
mutably marching toward Communism. They had only one faith, one 
absolute credo; they paid tribute only to one God; they honored but one 
po liti cal value: their own bureaucratic survival, their enduring access 
to power, their right to dominate, to dictate, and to terrorize. They 
abandoned all pretense of credible, trustworthy communication of 
faith, thereby undermining the sustaining and eschatological myths of 
Marxism- Leninism. Nevertheless, for instance among the Soviet leaders 
grouped around Leonid Brezhnev, “the enduring infl uence of Marxism- 
Leninism as the source of legitimacy and language of politics, together 
with an ingrained Stalinist outlook, produced a deep distrust of the West 
and a lasting susceptibility to ‘revolutionary’ appeals and expansionist 
policies.”52 The neo- Stalinist nomenklatura preserved deep loyalty to a 
radically simplifi ed version of Marxist- Leninist holy writ: “[Brezhnev] 
thought that to do something ‘un- Marxist’ now was impermissible— the 
entire party, the  whole world, was watching him. Leonid Ilyich was very 
weak in [matters of] theory and felt this keenly.”53
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In this respect, the late Soviet dissident and phi los o pher Aleksandr 
Zinovyev was right to delineate a perfect continuity from the fi rst 
Stalinist generation— those people who perpetrated the crimes or sup-
ported the  whole terrorist system— to the contemporary distant, cold, 
pseudo- sophisticated cultural (ideological) clerk making use of Marxist 
rhetoric to cover a moral and intellectual vacuum. However, it is diffi cult 
to sympathize with Zinovyev’s simplistic attempt to identify Marxism 
with Stalinism and his total lack of interest in the “heretic” tradition of 
Marxism. Zinovyev banished as irrelevant all “revisionist” developments, 
the entire Hegelian- Marxist heritage and the contemporary negative- 
dialectical currents, as well as the para- Marxist criticism of totalitarian 
bureaucracy. He refused the possibility of “critical- genuine” Marxism, 
rejected as hypocritical and logically inconsistent any position attempting 
to separate original doctrine from adulterated practice: “Stalin was the 
most genuine and the most devoted Marxist. . . .  Stalin was perfectly ad-
justed to the historical pro cess which engendered him.”54 Zinovyev’s 
negative attitude toward Western Marxism, his skeptical approach to 
negative dialectics and generally to any hypostasis of philosophical radi-
calism, should be related to the general metaphysical malaise Soviet and 
East Eu ro pe an intellectuals expressed in their dissatisfaction with the 
“demo cratic illusions” and Socialist strategies promoted by the “radical 
humanist opposition” in the advanced industrial societies. At any rate, he 
showed a certain short- sightedness, ignoring the libertarian dimension of 
critical reason and underrating the absolute divorce between this outlook 
and the bureaucratic- institutional orthodoxy. To reject de plano the va-
lidity and relevance of the antitotalitarian Marxist arguments meant sup-
pressing a valuable segment of the necessary criticism of neo- Stalinist ré-
gimes and erasing a  whole tradition of utopian- emancipatory thought.

The publication of the young Marx’s philosophical contributions 
had a tremendous impact in East Eu ro pe an societies, because they  were 
perceived as a true manifesto of the freedom of subjectivity, the emanci-
pation of revolutionary praxis, and an unbounded approach to the social, 
economic, po liti cal, and cultural problems of Soviet- type regimes. The 
young Marx was a precious ally of liberal forces against the po liti cal con-
servatism of the dominant bureaucracies of Eastern Eu rope; a sensitive 
reading of these writings revealed irrefutable arguments against the op-
pressive prevailing order. To use Dick Howard’s formulation, “Marx did 
announce that the specter of democracy is haunting Eu rope.” In rediscov-
ering Marx, East Eu ro pe an revisionists discovered the demo cratic impli-
cations of his theory.55
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The entire unorthodox Marxist tradition was eventually summoned 
to participate in the struggle against sclerotic social and economic struc-
tures: from Rosa Luxemburg to Trotsky, form the young Lukács and 
Karl Korsch to Wilhelm Reich and Erich Fromm, from Gramsci to Sar-
tre to the Frankfurt School, a  whole intellectual thesaurus was invoked 
and developed in this offensive against the authoritarian bureaucracies. It 
was like the unexpected revival of a forgotten tradition, an evanescent 
osmosis with the impossible utopia, a tragic endeavor to re- create a men-
tality altogether opposed to the self- satisfactory, philistine logic of the 
monopolistic Communist elite. In partaking of this revolutionary and 
Marxist tradition, revisionist intellectuals had yet to renounce socialism. 
The young Marx’s impulse was thereby unifi ed with the rebellious legacy 
of classical German idealism; the unhappy consciousness was breaking 
loose from bureaucratic coercion. It was, therefore, logical that the coun-
terreaction of the ideological apparatus consisted in supporting regi-
mented philosophical and so cio log i cal investigations, those research 
areas that avoided the collision with the power monopoly of the Com-
munist Party. Paradoxically, the watchful guarantors of offi cial doctrine 
became supporters of the epistemological, praxiological, and logical re-
searches, openly encouraging the once abhorred wertfrei approaches.

Avoiding any simplifying scheme, we can distinguish three funda-
mental levels of ideological- spiritual stratifi cation within the East Eu ro-
pe an “bureaucratic- collectivist” societies in the 1960s and 1970s. First of 
all, there was the offi cial ideological party apparatus, whose main con-
cern was to preserve the purity and the integrity of the apologetic domi-
nant doctrine and to ensure its hegemony. There  were, of course, differ-
ences among the East Eu ro pe an regimes: in Hungary the party bureaucrats 
spoke about the hegemony of Marxism, whereas in Romania or the GDR 
Marxism, or more precisely, the party interpretation of Marxism, was 
supposed to enjoy a total cultural- philosophical monopoly. The second 
level comprises the intellectuals trusted by the party apparatus, who 
shared the dominant values and myths of the regime. The party recruited 
many future apparatchiks from within their ranks, especially in the cul-
tural fi eld, thus bringing about a new social structure of the po liti cal elite. 
The third level was represented by those whose subversive and antisys-
temic voices become gradually more articulated from the ranks of the 
silent intellectual majority. This stratum was that of the challenging 
subgroup of dissidents and was made up both of all- out anti- Communists 
and of those who started along the path of revision but through disen-
chantment found the door open to apostasy. The interaction between 
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these three camps, especially in the last de cade of the Soviet bloc, 
represents one of the most important keys in explaining the sudden 
and shocking end of Communist regimes. Their respective positions 
set up the trajectories for liberalization and demo cratization in the 
region.

Turning back to a general assessment of critical Marxism, one must 
stress that this phenomenon signifi ed more than just resurrection of the 
original humanist- emancipatory drive of the philosophy of praxis. It 
brought about a new sense of intellectual responsibility, rejuvenating the 
critical dimension of spiritual action. In this respect, providing a differ-
ent matrix than its counterpart in the Western world, the critical Marxist 
paradigm developed by East Eu ro pe an radical thinkers offered the 
main epistemological and historical- political categories and concepts 
necessary for a comprehensive criticism of authoritarian- bureaucratic 
institutions and methods and provided as well the prerequisites for a 
project of essential change. That was the reason for the angry attack on 
Rudolf Bahro in the GDR, for the unexpected rage of the Kádár regime 
regarding the theoretical conclusions worked out by Konrád and 
Szeleny, the denunciation of the Prague Spring efforts to humanize so-
cialism, or the “moderate” persecution of the Budapest School. In the 
words of historian Vladislav Zubok, “The regime, as before, did not 
want to encourage an autonomous civic spirit or share its control over 
the cultural sphere with intellectuals, writers, and artists.”56

The ideological state apparatuses in Soviet- type regimes had no 
greater fear than the crystallization of the interior re sis tance, the struc-
turing of a critical social consciousness, the radicalization of the intelli-
gentsia. The latter was perceived as the most perilous evolution, a men-
ace to the stability of the dominant institutions and values. East Eu ro pe an 
critical Marxism attempted to counterbalance the inept offi cial “dialecti-
cal triumphalism,” the conservative- dogmatic functionalism promoted by 
the ruling Communist parties. Its project was to offer the spiritual weap-
ons for criticism of the system in order to engender a more humane, less 
asphyxiating, eventually demo cratic socio- political order. Ultimately, it 
succeeded, as correctly shown by Ferenc Fehér, in transforming “the se-
mantic potentialities of their vocabulary into the language of an actual 
politics of dissent.”57

The most signifi cant theoretical achievement of critical Marxism in 
the Soviet bloc was the enhancement of the humanist, antitotalitarian 
potential of dialectics, the illumination of the negative- emancipatory 
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substratum neglected and occulted by the offi cial triumphalist- apologetic 
doctrine, and the revelation of the latent radical tendencies within the 
bureaucratic continuum. The philosophical and so cio log i cal researches 
undertaken by Kołakowski, Karel Kosik, or the Budapest School con-
tributed to the revival of the qualitas occulta of dialectics, the re nais-
sance of negativity in a social universe that seemed saturated with a 
distressing positivity. Yugo slav critical Marxism does not enter the area 
encompassed by this study, for many reasons, at once historical, eco-
nomic, so cio log i cal, and cultural. Nevertheless, the philosophical and 
so cio log i cal investigations carried out by the Praxis group (Mihailo Mar-
kovic, Svetozar Stojanovic, Gajo Petrovic, Predrag Vranicki, and others) 
furthered the theoretical consolidation of the humanist criticism of 
Soviet- type authoritarian- bureaucratic regimes. Their main objective was 
to establish a metaphysical and so cio log i cal humanism as a counterpeda-
gogy that would have both therapeutic and prophylactic consequences. 
Another very important function of the Praxis group was their distilla-
tion of revisionist thinking from across Eastern Eu rope in the pages of 
their journal. The latter became the most important platform of antibu-
reaucratic opposition in the region. At the same time, Praxis succeeded in 
developing collaborations with anti- Communist thinkers such as Ernst 
Bloch, Lucien Goldmann, Erich Fromm, and André Gorz.58 One should 
mention, however, that the relationship between certain East Eu ro pe an 
critical Marxists and the Western New Left was rather contradictory. The 
latter was suspected of despotic- terrorist temptations and accused, more 
than once, of messianic sectarism. Kołakowski’s merciless criticism of 
utopian millenarianism in his Main Currents of Marxism expressed more 
than a dissatisfaction with the desperate powerlessness of negative dialec-
tics: it was an invitation for critical Marxists to go beyond their ideologi-
cal and emotional attachments, to assume the basic ambivalence of their 
doctrine, to honestly examine Marxist false consciousness, and to tran-
scend the metaphysical paradigm of Hegelian- Marxist radicalism.

Humanism and Revolt

From France to Czech o slo vak i a, from Germany to Poland, from Spain 
to Italy, from the United States to the Soviet  Union, the second half of 
the sixties was defi ned by the challenges of redefi ning oppositional poli-
tics, with varying degrees of participation and repre sen ta tion in efforts 
to assert the awakening of society as a response to a perceived crisis of 
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the state. The fundamental difference among these movements was their 
attitude toward utopia, with crucial consequences for the reconceptual-
ization of the po liti cal in all these countries. Some  were anti- ideological, 
others  were against established structures of authority, but all  were vari-
ants of an activism advocating the new societal differentiations devel-
oped in the aftermath of the Second World War. The circumstances of 
bipolarism imposed, nevertheless, a signifi cant difference in rationale: in 
the West, the logic of 1968 was of po liti cally emancipating spaces previ-
ously exempt from public scrutiny; in the East, it was about humanizing 
Leninism, breaking its ideologically driven monopolistic grip on soci-
ety.59 Or, to invoke Milan Kundera, the Pa ri sian May was “an explosion 
of revolutionary lyricism,” while the Prague Spring was “an explosion of 
post- revolutionary skepticism.”60

In the Soviet bloc, the crushing of the Prague Spring, the March events 
in Poland, and the turmoil in Yugo slavia brought about the “death of re-
visionism” (as Adam Michnik put it). In the West, the inability to articu-
late a coherent vision of an alternative order and the incapacity to sustain 
revolutionary action generated a departure from what Arthur Marwick 
called the “Great Marxisant Fallacy.”61 Tony Judt accurately notes that 
despite its claims of novelty and radical change, the sixties  were still very 
much dominated by one grand master narrative “offering to make sense 
of everything while leaving open a place for human initiative: the po liti-
cal project of Marxism itself.”62 The movement of 1968 was a blessing 
in disguise because through its failures it revitalized liberalism. Agnes 
Heller perceptively summarized the essential impact of these momen-
tous events: they strengthened the center.63 For the fi rst time in the twen-
tieth century, the hegemony of radical thought among Eu ro pe an 
 intellectuals was in retreat.

The year 1968, in the Soviet bloc, signaled the retreat from revision-
ism and the inception of the dissident movement, a large- scale, cross- 
regional “goodbye to Marx.” With historical hindsight, one can also 
identify it as the threshold for the gradual decomposition of the Commu-
nist regimes. The system had lost its initial totalizing drive; stagnation 
and immobility  were its main characteristics. The increasingly routinized 
mechanization of ideology laid open the cracks in the system’s edifi ce for 
easier exploitation by the opposition (e.g., “new evolutionism” or the 
Charter ’77 movement). The Prague Spring of January through August, 
the Polish March student upheaval, the April student protests in Belgrade 
(and the later Croatian Spring of 1970– 71, an all- out contestation of this 
country on national bases), and the Soviet intellectuals’ reaction to the 

 



Marxism and Ideological Decay  |  143

Sinyavski- Daniel trial all represented a fundamental challenge to the 
Stalinist foundations of the Soviet bloc.64 The failure of these movements 
left an enduring disenchantment with state socialism and the loss of any 
hope of reforming these regimes. In other words, “it underscored the po-
liti cal and moral sterility . . .  of the attempt to marry the Soviet project to 
freedom without a return to private property and capitalism.”65 More-
over, as one of Gorbachev’s future advisors remarked, one side effect of 
the Soviet  Union’s reassertion of hegemony was that the Western Com-
munist parties “without confessing it, came to understand the irrelevance 
of the Communist movement either for the majority of the countries 
where it was formally present or, even more important, for the Soviet 
 Union itself.”66 The reaffi rmation of the status quo and the systemic stag-
nation in the Soviet bloc signaled an irreversible “disenchantment with 
the (Communist) world.” Despite the fact that the Berlin Wall came tum-
bling down in 1989, “the soul of Communism had died twenty years be-
fore: in Prague, in August 1968.”67

The West, on the other hand, experienced an upsurge of “romantic 
anticapitalism,” a rebirth of radicalism fed by the reenchantment with 
utopia. In the context of the shock produced by the Tet offensive in Viet-
nam and the identity crisis of the former colonial powers, 1968 “began 
[for the New Left] with the scent of victory in the air” (in the words of 
Jeffrey Herf), for, as Paul Auster reminisced, “the world seemed headed 
for an apocalyptic breakdown.”68 The second half of the 1960s marked 
both a return to Marx and a rejection of the existing practices of democ-
racy (with the notable exception of Spain and Portugal, where, between 
1966 and 1968, civil unrest targeted the right- wing dictatorships of Sala-
zar and Franco). The infl uence of the New Left, the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution, the Vietnam War, the Latin American guerilleros, and the 
decolonization movements combined, in a amorphous blend, with the 
generational clash, an institutional crisis (the occupation of the Sorbonne, 
the nearly two- year- long paralysis of Italian universities), and a wave of 
recession (signaled by workers’ strikes and autogestion projects). This 
mix produced what some authors later called les années 1968. The sixty- 
eighters claimed to have developed a critique of the ideological bases 
of  the West in the context of the Cold War (also against older self- 
representations of the Left) and a spontaneous “direct action” against the 
“hidden oppression” of the liberal- capitalist establishment. The “anti- 
politics” of 1968  were, to a certain extent, a topsy- turvy expression of 
the attempt to reconcile theory with praxis (Theoriewut). The extreme 
radicalization of certain sectors within the student movement and the 

 



144  |  Marxism and Ideological Decay

cultivation of violence as a cathartic instrument led to a divorce between 
left- wing post- Marxist thinkers such as Adorno, Horkheimer, and Haber-
mas, and those whom they suspected of “Red Fascist” inclinations. In 
France, Raymond Aron proposed a scathing critique of the new search 
for redemptive revolutionary paradigms.

Ultimately, 1968 effected, both in the West and the East, an anti- 
ideological reaction that was the premise of “the project of a global civil 
society.” Or, as Tony Judt put it, “a 180- year cycle of ideological politics 
in Eu rope was drawing to a close.”69 The 1968 movement was indeed 
one of the world- historical events of our age, la brèche, the cleavage 
that set up a course of events that seem to have yet to run their course.70 
Charles Maier eminently summarized the transformation: “1968 closed 
an epoch as surely as it opened one.”71 To paraphrase Paul Berman, the 
imaginary panoramas deployed across the world by the rebellious youth 
of the West gradually gave way to the new realities of reformed demo-
cratic societies.72 In the East, decade- long futile attempts to fi nd ways 
of reforming Communism from within  were replaced by an emphasis 
on human dignity and the inviolability of human rights.73 As Communist 
regimes declined under the burden of their own in effec tive ness and the 
elites lost their sense of historical predestination, it became possible 
for the long- silent civil society to reor ga nize itself and to launch a battle 
for the reconstitution of the public sphere. The upheavals of the late six-
ties and their aftermath had a formative effect on the Soviet intelligen-
tsia, and particularly on the new cohort of experts, the so called mezh-
dunarodniki, “those policy analysts, journalists, scholars, and others 
mainly concerned with foreign affairs.”74 According to Fyodor Burlatsky, 
“Analyzing [East Eu ro pe an] reforms . . .  we concluded that many of them 
could be . . .  adopted in our country. We studied the rapid integration of 
Western Eu rope, deeply envious of the Common Market and its contrast 
with the slow, bureaucratic functioning of CEMA [Council for Economic 
Mutual Assistance]. We thought about acquiring . . .  modern technology 
and joining in the greatest achievements of world culture. In other words, 
we dreamed of reforming Rus sia.”75 In other words, if for some revision-
ist intellectuals in Eastern Eu rope and the Soviet  Union the conclusion of 
the events of 1968 led them toward liberal opposition, for others, espe-
cially in the Moscow center, the lesson was a different one. Those who 
would later lay the foundation of the perestroika reforms came to believe 
that “reforms  were possible, but only under an enlightened leader that 
many ‘awaited as if for the coming of the Messiah.’ ” Robert En glish 

 



Marxism and Ideological Decay  |  145

accurately commented on this position: “Their naïveté— if only lead-
ers had the will, then reforms would ‘work without a hitch’— would be a 
severe handicap to a later leader’s search for ‘socialism with a human 
face.’ ”76

The Revisionist Czar

Under these circumstances, the antinomies of the East Eu ro pe an Marx-
ist project  were most obvious in the last de cade of the Soviet  Union, 
when the tribulations of the “Gorbachev phenomenon”  were perfect 
examples of the failure of ideological reform. The fundamental ques-
tion  here, identical in its nature with the one that kick- started revision-
ist thinking, was, could the Soviet system reform itself into something 
really different without ceasing to be the Soviet system?’77 On the one 
hand, by the late 1980s, Gorbachev and his followers had a clear idea 
of what they  were trying to reform: “a system that suffocated individu-
als, a totalitarian regime, a State monopoly over everything,” one not 
merely imposed by the Cold War, because “there was also, within it, a 
dominant group that sought embitterment, pursued utopia, yearned for 
War Communism, and thought it could govern with continued repres-
sions.”78 However, the revitalization of the USSR’s status on the world 
stage and the relegitimization of socialism (both domestically and inter-
nationally)  were dependent, in Gorbachev’s view, on a successful systemic 
transformation of the Soviet state. In other words, the Soviet leader re-
jected “the option of muddling through” characteristic of his pre de ces-
sors.79 Ultimately, his staunch belief in the possibility of simultaneously 
dismantling “Stalinist socialism” (a formula used by the weekly Literat-
urnaya gazeta in May 1988) and refounding the Soviet polity lies at the 
heart of the paradoxes that brought about the collapse of the Moscow 
center. Retrospectively, this approach, which proved fatally contradictory, 
leaves us with a historical image of Gorbachev best described by po liti cal 
scientist Stephen Hanson in 1989: “A pure revolutionary romantic, be-
lieving absolutely in the creative power of the masses, unable to counte-
nance in principle any concrete institutionalization of revolutionary poli-
tics that might stifl e this creativity, and therefore doomed to be defeated 
by others who had no such scruples.”80

One can therefore safely say, as Archie Brown did throughout his 
work, that Gorbachev was in fact a genuine Marxist revisionist, who, 
while paying lip ser vice to Lenin’s iconic fi gure, moved away from 
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Bolshevism as a po liti cal culture based on fanat i cism, sectarianism, and 
voluntarism toward a self- styled version of Marxist revisionism. In the 
Rus sian tradition of reforms from above, Gorbachev’s attempt to re-
store the moral impetus of Communism was based, however, on a mis-
calculation: the gradual elimination of the party’s control over society 
opened the door to autonomous alternatives. The Rus sian literary critic 
Igor Dedkov spelled out in his diary the new horizons brought forth by 
Gorbachev’s ascendance in the Kremlin: “A man of our generation has 
come to power. A new cycle of Rus sian illusions is about to begin.”81 
The politics of glasnost unleashed pluralism, with its own dynamics that 
would transgress the focus of Gorbachev’s reform project.

When trying to understand the complex picture of perestroika, its 
context and consequences, one must not overlook the role that ideas 
played in the course of events. In itself, the prehistory of East Eu ro pe an 
revisionism was, along with the mythical “original Leninist moment” (the 
1917 Soviets or the NEP period), a stepping stone for the Soviet 1980s. 
Moreover, the successes of the dissent movement in the region (greatly 
aided by Gorbachev’s commitment to “non- intervention”) heightened 
the sense of revolutionary transformation among the actors involved in 
the pro cess of change. I mentioned earlier in this chapter the three layers 
of the intellectual establishment in a Soviet- type system (ideological ap-
paratchiks, party technocrats/intellectuals, and dissidents). In the 1980s, 
these three groups infl uenced each other to the extent of provoking a 
 wholesale alteration of the discursive horizon, the conceptual pool em-
ployed, and the expectations both at the level of policy- making and of the 
public space. It could be argued that by the last de cade of Leninism, there 
was a general consensus within Soviet intellectual milieus regarding the 
imperative of rethinking the possible solutions to the USSR’s problems. 
 Here lies the oddity of the situation: the Soviet polity was indeed on the 
decline (especially as a leader of the world Communist movement), but it 
was far from being in turmoil. According to Stephen Kotkin, “Nationalist 
separatism existed, but it did not remotely threaten the Soviet order. The 
KGB crushed the small dissident movement. The enormous intelligentsia 
griped incessantly, but it enjoyed massive state subsidies [that  were] ma-
nipulated to promote overall loyalty.”82 Gorbachev’s biographer, po liti cal 
scientist Archie Brown, formulated this argument in an even more 
straightforward fashion: “In the Soviet  Union reform produced crisis 
more than crisis forced reform. The fate of the Soviet system and of the 
Soviet state did not hang in the balance in 1985. By 1989 the fate of both 
did.”83
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The mixture of a fading and compromised international status (the 
U.S. challenge, the post- Helsinki embarrassments, the Third World ad-
ventures, the Afghan quagmire, or even Euro- Communism), the obvi-
ous lack of legitimacy of the East Eu ro pe an Communist regimes (and 
their glaring inability to counter dissident movements without wide-
spread violence), and the almost unanimous belief among large sections 
of the party elite in the necessity of proposing reform (in the aftermath of 
the Brezhnevite “stagnation” and of the Konstantin Chernenko debacle) 
produced an environment where Gorbachev and his followers’ ideas 
could turn into a po liti cal program. In other words, it was time for revi-
sionism to come to power at the very center of the empire. Herein lies the 
difference between the 1980s in the USSR and 1956 or 1968 in Central 
Eu rope. In 1968 Eu rope, critical Marxism offi cialized into policy was a 
response to chronic delegitimation of and turmoil within the respective 
regimes; in the former, it functioned rather as a preemptive mea sure and 
as a perceived need for systemic revival.84 In the Soviet  Union, the “new 
thinking,” as the epitome of the leadership ranks’ mindset, “did not 
merely signal a reconsideration of policy effi cacy or recalculation of ends 
and means, but refl ected instead a long- term and  wholesale revision of 
beliefs, values, and identity.”85

The group of party intellectuals who rallied around the CPSU gen-
eral secretary informed and infl uenced his po liti cal thought and major 
choices. These advisors and associates not only shared Gorbachev’s re-
formist drive but also contributed to its radicalization.86 They  were the 
“children of the Twentieth Party Congress,” individuals who benefi ted 
from the opening of possibilities, both domestically and internationally, 
facilitated by de- Stalinization: “Inadvertently, Khrushchev’s policies of 
peaceful coexistence [and later Brezhnev’s détente] and cultural competi-
tion, as well as his rhetoric, helped resurrect a major phenomenon famil-
iar to the older Rus sian intelligentsia: the idea of the outside world, 
above all the West, as a mea sur ing stick for Rus sia’s progress or 
 backwardness. . . .  The discovery of other worlds was still linked in the 
minds of many intellectuals to the future of the Soviet communist ex-
periment, its progress or failure.”87

The glasnost campaign notwithstanding, some things never changed 
in the structure of the Soviet propaganda rituals. The general secretary 
was still the dominant voice authorized to express the revealed truth. 
The limits of the discussion and the scope and objectives of openness 
 were prescribed by the ideological nomenklatura. Even important fi g-
ures such as Alexander Yakovlev  were confronted with vilifi cation by 
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hard- core Communists, KGB top brass, and Great Rus sian xenophobes 
for being Gorbachev’s “evil spirit” and archtraitors to socialism. Other 
such representatives of the reformers’ group who got into the crosshairs 
of those threatened by the “Gorbachev phenomenon”  were phi los o pher 
Ivan Frolov (for a while CPSU Central Committee secretary); po liti cal 
scientist Georgiy Shakhnazarov (president of the Po liti cal Sciences Acad-
emy); Gorbachev’s foreign policy advisor Anatoly Chernyaev; Otto Lat-
sis, deputy editor- in- chief of the CPSU theoretical journal Kommunist; 
Georgii Smirnov, the director of the CPSU Institute of Marxism- Leninism; 
Ivan Voronov, the head of the Central Committee’s Cultural Department; 
and many others.88 Some of them had worked in Prague in the 1970s as 
editors of the monthly World Marxist Review and  were attracted to ideas 
that within the general atmosphere of zastoi  were unorthodox, if not al-
together heretical.89 What remains crucial regarding the “young policy- 
academic elite” surrounding Gorbachev was that the bond which brought 
it together was a common experience of acculturation in reform. Robert 
En glish identifi ed two levels in the pro cess of learning a new identity: 
“Comparative- interactive learning, whereby foreign ties facilitate a shift 
in intellectuals’ essential ‘self- categorization’ of the nation among allies 
and adversaries; and social learning, in which growing numbers of intel-
lectuals from diverse professions are drawn into an informal domestic 
community.”90 People such as Yakovlev, Alexei Arbatov (department 
head of the Institute of the World Economy and International Relations 
of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR), Abel Aganbegyan, Evgeny Ve-
likhov, Chernyaev, Shakhnazarov, and others became the proponents of 
a “new thinking” in international politics that rejected the Soviet tradi-
tion of capitalist encirclement or permanent revolution in favor of inte-
gration with “the common stream of world civilization.” They brought 
about what conservatives called the “conspiracy of academicians,” which 
engineered the volte- face that brought an end to the Cold War.91 They 
 were also among the fi rst to attack the reality of Brezhnevschina— 
political paralysis accompanied by moral disarray, intellectual despair, 
and a continuous erosion of the ruling ideology. Robert C. Tucker rightly 
described pre- Gorbachev Soviet  Union as a profoundly troubled society: 
“People en masse have stopped believing in the transcendent importance 
of a future collective condition called ‘communism.’ They have stopped 
believing in the likelihood of the society arriving at that condition and 
the desirability of trying to achieve it through the leading role of the 
Communist party, or through themselves as ‘builders of communism,’ 
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which is how the offi cial party program defi nes Soviet citizens. In a soci-
ety with an offi cial culture founded on just those beliefs, this spells a deep 
crisis.”92

The  whole ethos of the Soviet po liti cal class thus suffered a pro cess 
of slow and apparently irreversible dissolution. Not surprisingly, the 
regeneration of Soviet po liti cal culture emerged as a widely shared con-
cern among the elite stalwarts. Gorbachev’s 1989 unpublished manu-
script in which he delineated the main directions for an overall pluralist 
renewal of the Soviet system can be considered an answer to those who 
expressed skepticism about his determination to go beyond the boundar-
ies of a revamped Leninism (including many Soviet dissidents as well as 
Western academics and politicians). By promoting the idea of a system 
based on the rule of law, Gorbachev did in fact unleash an unstoppable 
po liti cal pro cess with world- historical effects. In February 1990, Gor-
bachev convinced the Central Committee to accept the principle of a 
multiparty system and to relinquish the Communist Party’s constitu-
tional privilege: “The party in a renewing society can exist and play its 
role as vanguard only as a demo cratically recognized force. This means 
that its status should not be imposed through constitutional endorse-
ment.”93 One can see that Gorbachev was actually restating a 1968 pro-
nouncement by his friend Zdenek Mlynár on the two conditions of valid-
ity for the preservation of the leading role of the party.94 According to 
many authors, even this approach was just the tip of the iceberg, in the 
sense that from 1987 until 1991, Gorbachev and his entourage jostled 
with the idea of splitting the CPSU in the search for greater legitimacy 
and wider support for the perestroika version of the USSR.95

In 1988, Brown argues, a major shift occurred in Gorbachev’s intel-
lectual awakening. By that time, he had already publicly condemned 
Stalin’s “unforgettable and unforgivable crimes.” For all practical pur-
poses, he converted to a version of Marxist revisionism directly inspired 
by Eduard Bernstein’s evolutionary socialism. In the words of Anatoly 
Chernyaev, Gorbachev was going through a pro cess of “sweeping de- 
ideologization.”96 The Twenty- seventh Party Congress in 1986 had al-
ready replaced the iron law of class struggle with “a new doctrine em-
phasizing the priority of ‘universal human values,’ including human 
rights and self- determination.”97 By denouncing Stalin’s reign of terror, 
Gorbachev was effectively bidding farewell to Lenin’s ideology- driven 
partocratic system. Contrary to those who consider civil pressure as the 
major cause of perestroika, Brown underlines that “with the principal 
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exception of Poland, it is doubtful that the growth of civil society should 
be seen as a source of fundamental po liti cal change in the communist 
world rather than as a consequence of it.”98 It was “institutional am-
phibiousness”99 that caused most of the transformations. In other 
words, institutions designed to foster and legitimize the system (ideologi-
cal departments, the party academy, theoretical journals, and think tanks) 
came to undermine the role they  were supposed to play. This point indeed 
clarifi es the unexpected intellectual trajectories within the nomenklatura, 
including some spectacular apostasies that  were responses to the system’s 
insoluble moral and cultural crisis. Gorbachevism tried to offer antidotes 
to the rampant pathologies of cynicism, corruption, and cronyism. The 
last years of the Soviet  Union  were fundamentally characterized by a pro-
cess of national iconoclasm, with the major mythological foundations of 
the existing system falling apart one after the other.

Ultimately, however, Gorbachev’s inability to overcome the old ideo-
logical dramaturgy affected the extent of change within the Soviet sys-
tem. Whereas Yakovlev came to the conclusion that Stalinism was in-
separable from the Bolshevik tradition, which needed to be jettisoned 
entirely, Gorbachev could not breach a certain mental horizon deter-
mined by his attachment to the existing system. He held back for tacti-
cal reasons, but also because of his deep inner convictions. For Yakov-
lev, Lenin was guilty of crimes against humanity, a stance that Gorbachev 
would consistently evade. A seasoned Marxist- Leninist yet a funda-
mentally honest human being, Yakovlev came to understand the Soviet 
 Union, the historical product of Leninism, in its essence as a state de-
fi ned by proscription. Gorbachev could not overcome his perception of 
it as a realm of possibility.100

Yet Gorbachev’s break with Leninism, less strident than Yakovlev’s, 
was real. At the end of the day, one can see Gorbachev as a combination 
of Imre Nagy and Alexander Dubcek: unable to fully abandon the out-
worn Leninist model, desperately searching for “socialism with a human 
face,” torn between nostalgia for old ideals and the tragic awareness of 
their hollowness. More than a neo- Menshevik or a Western- style Social 
Demo crat à la Willy Brandt (whom he admired), Gorbachev remains the 
last and most infl uential of those East Eu ro pe an Leninist leaders who 
tried to humanize an inherently inhuman system. Yakovlev, for his part, 
was the prototypical case of the apparatchik turned apostate in the ter-
minal stages of Bolshevism. His volume of dialogues with Lilly Marcou 
tried to point to a “demo cratic potential” of Leninism. At the time, he 
argued,
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Through the return to universal values and the pro cess of Eu ro pe an inte-
gration, the socialist idea is taking root in Eu rope. The way out of this dead 
end that was the Cold War will be through perestroika in the USSR and 
through the evolution in the other East Eu ro pe an nations. . . .  For the mo-
ment, the people are refusing socialism: the idea has stumbled on the real 
conditions of East Eu ro pe an countries; it was destroyed by the Stalinist coun-
terrevolution. Now that the Stalinist model has been eliminated, we will see 
the emergence of a post- Thermidor socialism. This new socialism, which will 
no longer know bureaucratic oppression, will be made in the name of 
mankind.101

Of course, after 1992, the break was complete, allowing him to become 
the president of the Commission for the Rehabilitation of Stalinism’s 
Victims. His book, A Century of Violence in Soviet Rus sia, bears wit-
ness to his journey from dogma to democracy.

The need for a dramatic divorce from the past was nevertheless rec-
ognized by the most radical partisans of perestroika. The Declaration of 
Moscow Conference of Socialist Clubs, issued in August 1987, formu-
lated the following demands: legal status for in de pen dent organizations 
and associations; the right to initiate legislation and to secure the fulfi ll-
ment of party decisions aimed at demo cratizing the electoral system; 
the right for social organizations to nominate their own representatives 
to all levels of the Soviets of People’s Deputies without restrictions and 
with free access of candidates to the mass media; a legal distinction be-
tween criticism of the shortcomings of the existing system and antistate 
activity; and, in accord with the fi rst point of the Rus sian Social- 
Democratic Labor Party program, citizen rights to prosecute in court 
offi cials responsible for illegal acts, in de pen dent of complaints made at 
administrative levels.102

As the perestroika policies advanced, po liti cal mobilization from 
below in the Soviet  Union focused on the elimination of the counter-
weights preventing the realization of true democracy. These counter-
weights, according to Stephen Cohen, infringed on what he calls “the 
institutions of a representative democracy [existent already in the So-
viet polity]— a constitution that included provisions for civil liberties, a 
legislature, elections, a judiciary, a federation.”103 Their removal seem-
ingly would have fi nally unveiled the long- awaited “reformed Soviet 
socialism.” The USSR’s rapid collapse combined with the po liti cal re-
orientation of large sections of the federation’s population argue against 
Cohen’s thesis. As Archie Brown notes, perestroika did not succeed in 
overcoming systemic limbo. The transition from one system to another 
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was never completed, thus reinforcing the increasingly widespread per-
ception of the Soviet polity’s unreformability.104 Both Karen Dawisha 
and Stephen Hanson indicate that what Gorbachev envisaged as reform 
became, in the context of the last de cade of the Moscow center, “a (coun-
ter)revolutionary self- destruction of the party- state.” To paraphrase 
Karen Dawisha, perestroika, through its policies, publicly acknowledged 
the elephant in the “communal apartment”— there was a critical and fa-
tal error at the core of the Communist project for building a new 
civilization.105

The ruling elites in Communist countries failed because of their in-
ability to function within po liti cal pluralism. The principal function of 
Communist bureaucracy was to exert dictatorship over mind and body. 
The Communist bureaucratic ethos involved a strong esprit de corps, a 
solidarity developed through common existential experience, continued 
paternalism, and a jealously guarded monopoly of power. It can be ar-
gued that Gorbachev was too conscious of the revolution from above 
that he had initiated. The policy of glasnost was, for him, primarily an 
instrument for clearing the ranks of state and party bureaucracy. 
The ac cep tance of the imposed degree of economic reform and demo-
cratization continued to torment the Soviet ruling elite.

Gorbachev seemed perplexed by the pop u lar reaction and extrapola-
tion of his policies, as he focused primarily on eliminating his rivals 
(from Ligachev to Yeltsin). He thus facilitated what Stephen Hanson 
calls “a breakdown of elite unity” that left the door open to “damaging, 
short- run opportunistic behavior by lower- level agents of the state bu-
reaucracy throughout the USSR.”106 Gorbachev indeed triggered a rev-
olution from above but missed the revolutionary effect it would have 
upon the population. His ultimate commitment to a Soviet state under 
the rule of the CPSU, another avatar of the old revisionist fancy of ideo-
logical craft from within with supposedly preexisting tools, is another 
explanation for his downfall. This commitment is key to his vacillations 
in early 1991, when he briefl y approached the hard- liners in the party 
(sacrifi cing, among others, Yakovlev) and his dubious stand on the use 
of force in Latvia, Lithuania, and Azerbaijan. It also explains the Janu-
ary 1991 CPSU resolution that advocated “the export of energy sources 
to Eastern Eu rope as the most important instrument” for “reestablishing 
our [Soviet] ‘presence’ in the region” in order to “neutralize or at least 
diminish the anti- Soviet tendencies in the East Eu ro pe an countries.”107 
Even the famous abandonment of the CPSU’s constitutionally guaranteed 
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leading role in society (Article 6) came three days after a 100,000- strong 
demonstration in Moscow against the Communist Party.

Reading Gorbachev and Mlynár’s dialogue in “What to Do with the 
Party?” it is obvious that the Soviet leader was utterly confused as to 
how to bring about po liti cal pluralism while sustaining state socialism. 
He correctly took the fi rst step by digging up the Great October slogan 
“All Power to the Soviets!” in order to secularize power and decision- 
making in the USSR. In this way, he attempted to place party offi cials 
under the control of society. The original slogan of the 1917 revolution 
meant “freedom from party dictates not only for elected government 
bodies but also for executive bodies established by those legislative bod-
ies. It meant a law- based separation of government powers.” The parallel 
structures created could not fully develop into bodies of representative 
democracy while preserving Article 6 of the CPSU Constitution, which 
maintained the power monopoly of the Communist Party. Gorbachev’s 
description of the events shows how the protracted negotiations within 
the Central Committee did produce change, but only under pressure 
from the 1990 republican elections. He admits that only in July 1991 did 
the leading body of the party succeed in producing “a program of demo-
cratic socialism in the modern sense of the word.” Po liti cal pluralism for 
Gorbachev meant a rather dubious “development of the party into a so-
cial organism, that is, to regroup and reshape the millions of Communists 
who  were not part of the nomenklatura.”108 He apparently maintained a 
belief in the inner- worldly vocation that characterized the virtuosi of the 
early years of Bolshevism. A question therefore lingers, one I initially 
raised in 1990: Did Gorbachev’s revolution have the potential to be an 
anti- Leninist revolution? His plans do seem to have maintained the fea-
tures of a movement- regime defi ned by an encompassing socialist spirit. 
He attempted to formulate a new social contract based on mutual trust 
and respect between leaders and citizens. The party as a collective intel-
lectual in the Gramscian sense, its relegitimation through intellectual 
competence and moral authority, never succeeded, however, in becoming 
a viable alternative to the po liti cal and national pluralism or fragmenta-
tion of the Leninist twilight.

Following Archie Brown, one can identify three main causes for the 
failure of the Gorbachev experiment: fi rst, he did not champion eco-
nomic reforms in the direction of a market economy; second, he reacted 
late and often in self- defeating ways to the rise of centrifugal nationalist 
and separatist movements; third, he underestimated the nomenklatura’s 
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capacity for retrenchment and delayed an alliance with genuine demo-
cratic forces. It was Boris Yeltsin who knew how to capitalize po liti cally 
on the tempestuous rise of civil society in Rus sia. Nonetheless, it was 
thanks to Gorbachev and the Gorbachevites that the USSR moved from 
a state based on contempt for the individual and the rule of law to one in 
which human and civil rights  were taken seriously. What ever one thinks 
of Gorbachev’s post- Leninist po liti cal philosophy, it is certain that he dis-
sociated himself from the obnoxiously despotic features of the old re-
gime. Gorbachev’s problem was that he and his followers advocated 
what Jacques Levesque called “an ideology of transition” permeated by 
“a Promethean ambition to change the existing world order, based on 
new, universal values.” It provided the justifi catory basis for Soviet for-
eign policy and created the legitimacy that held in check and ultimately 
defeated the conservative forces within the CPSU.109 It also fueled a two-
fold illusion: the capacity to control change in the context of a society 
ravaged by the workings of the Marxist- Leninist po liti cal religion and a 
belief in the society’s will for socialist transformation despite doctrinal 
competition and po liti cal pluralism. In other words, Gorbachevism did 
not realize at the time that no phoenix could be reborn from the ashes of 
“the fi rst workers’ state.”

The dissolution of civil society and the preservation of an atomized 
social space, the sine qua non features of Soviet- type totalitarianism, 
engendered widespread moral indifference and intellectual corruption. 
In the words of Archie Brown, “there  were almost certainly more true 
believers in a radiant future during the worst years of mass terror than 
forty years later.”110 The offi cial language was second nature, a protec-
tive shield against outbursts of spontaneity. People simulated loyalty to 
the system, generating a fl ourish of ritualistic behavior rather than of 
sentimental attachment. As Václav Havel put it, “Because of this dicta-
torship of the ritual, however, power becomes anonymous. Individuals 
are almost dissolved in the ritual. They allow themselves to be swept 
along by it and frequently it seems as though ritual alone carries people 
from obscurity into the light of power. . . .  The automatic operation of a 
power structure thus dehumanized and made anonymous is a feature of 
the fundamental automatism of this system.”111

What Remains

Citizens of socialist countries  were master practitioners of double- talk 
and double- think. The life of the mind was split, and the result of this 
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excruciating pro cess was that not even the Soviet general secretary was 
entirely convinced of what the party proclaimed. Ideology functioned 
more as a residual institution than as a source of mystical identifi cation 
with the powers that be. After the CPSU’s Twentieth Congress and 
the Hungarian Revolution, offi cial slogans sounded like a succession of 
senseless sentences. The only effect of ideological sermonizing was an 
all- pervasive ennui. Ironically, ideological imperialism resulted in simu-
lacra of faith that  were merely camoufl age for an ideological vacuum. 
At the moment this imposture was exposed, the  whole castle fell apart. 
In Havel’s words, “Ideology, as the instrument of internal communica-
tion which assures the power structure of inner cohesion is, in the post- 
totalitarian system, something that transcends the physical aspects of 
power, something that dominates it to a considerable degree and, there-
fore, tends to assure its continuity as well. It is one of the pillars of the 
system’s external stability. This pillar, however, is built on a very unstable 
foundation. It is built on lies. It works only as long as people are willing 
to live within the lie.”112 In every society citizens need a set of guiding 
values whose observance ensures tranquility and worldly achievements. 
Soviet- type regimes ignored this and forced the individual to divide his 
or her soul between the public and the private person. Person and citizen 
 were different entities in these societies. The outcome was apathy, dis-
gust with politics, drug addiction, interest in exotic cults, or even fasci-
nation with Nazism, as in the case of certain Soviet youth groups. One 
can therefore regard the extinction of mystical ardor as the major liabil-
ity of Communist po liti cal systems. These systems experienced a per-
petual ideological crisis, as their promises had long ago lost any credibil-
ity. Gorbachev’s injunctions received lukewarm support from those he 
wished to mobilize. It was no surprise that it was the liberals and the 
radical Westernizers who ousted Gorbachev from power.

The CPSU leader became a victim of his own policies because he un-
derestimated the detachment between the will for revolutionary change 
in the Soviet bloc and the preservation of the or gan i za tion al big picture 
in the area. He overlooked what I would call, employing Mark Kramer’s 
terminology, “the demonstration effects” of empowerment. Gorbachev 
undercut Marxist- Leninist ideology. He internalized the vulnerability of 
the Soviet regime. He diminished his leverage on curbing unrest within 
both the bloc and the federation. He misinterpreted the East Eu ro pe an 
civil societies’ visions of regime- transformation and then was taken 
aback by the contagiousness of democratization— essentially an alterna-
tive to his vision. Following Michnik’s statement, “the perestroika virus” 

 



156  |  Marxism and Ideological Decay

was indeed the last ingredient necessary to open the fl oodgates of dis-
sent. But also, the virus of the East Eu ro pe an reinvention of politics ir-
reparably subverted “the Gorbachev phenomenon,” amounting to a per-
manent challenge that in the end pushed systemic change into collapse of 
the system. The transnational, intrabloc, cross- border “demonstration 
effect” of social movements, po liti cal platforms, and state policies accel-
erated the crystallization and articulation of nonviolent revolutionary 
consciousness, fi rst among the intelligentsia and then in the population at 
large. In contrast to earlier crises in the socialist camp, during the 1989– 
1991 events, people both knew what was being demonstrated and 
 understood the ideas diffused. Mark Kramer points to the fact that this 
situation fostered parallels, analogies, and conscientiousness among those 
mobilized in the revolutionary pro cess. The “tightness” of the socialist 
camp, which was previously enforced by a Soviet interventionist regime 
(under the Brezhnev doctrine), now proved the catalyst for the lightning 
speed of change and for the fl ux of ideas about it:

Having begun as a largely unidirectional phenomenon in 1986– 1988, the 
spillover became bidirectional in 1989 but then shifted back to a unidirec-
tional pattern in 1990– 1991. Unlike in 1986– 1988, however, the direction 
of the spillover in 1990– 1991 was mainly from Eastern Eu rope into the So-
viet  Union. . . .  The paradox of the changes that occurred under Gorbachev 
is that, from 1989 on, this same structure facilitated rather than impeded the 
spread of po liti cal unrest and demo cratizing infl uences from Eastern Eu rope 
into the USSR— the very sorts of infl uences that eventually undermined 
the Soviet regime and the Soviet state.113

Revisionist intellectuals who have done so much to subvert the ideo-
logical façade of Communist regimes ultimately abandoned their illu-
sions about the reformability of the system from within the ruling party. 
Given the density of the Soviet– East Eu ro pe an environment, their apos-
tasy created the premises for seeing democracy beyond any arrangement 
that a revolution from above could bring. They turned instead toward 
rediscovering the virtues of dialogue and the advantages of civil dis-
course. According to Zubok, the formation of the human rights move-
ment in the Soviet  Union was a breakthrough caused by a shift of 
consciousness “from the idealization of the ‘golden age of Bolshevism’ 
and praise of ‘Leninist norms’ to the embrace of ‘universal moral prin-
ciples.’ ”114 Members of the newborn demo cratic opposition advocated 
the need to create an alternative politics. Hungarian writer George Kon-
rád spoke of the emergence of antipolitics as a challenge to the apocry-
phal version of politics embodied by the system: “The ideology of the 
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demo cratic opposition shares with religion the belief that the dignity of 
the individual personality (in both oneself and the other person) is a fun-
damental value not requiring any further demonstration. The autonomy 
and solidarity of human beings are the two basic and mutually comple-
mentary values to which demo cratic movement relates other values.”115

Bitter experiences in Poland, Hungary, and Czech o slo vak i a convinced 
these critics that the crux of the matter was to go beyond the logic of the 
system. Revisionism’s crucial contribution to putting an end to Marxist- 
Leninist self- satisfaction was undeniable, but its main weakness was 
submission to the rules dictated by offi cialdom. The new radical oppo-
nents of totalitarianism saw revisionism as a half- hearted plea for change, 
though it was heretical to the regimes’ ideological zealots. These writings 
 were esoteric, especially if contrasted with dissident literature, and they 
held little appeal to the large public. However, the most important fallacy 
of revisionism was that it generated a criticism that was still encoded in 
the language of power and the logic of Soviet- type dictatorships. There 
was no doubt, however, that the revisionist ideas of the 1960s catalyzed 
the emergence of the counterculture of dissent. Disenchantment with 
Marxism was an opportunity to rethink the radical legacy and reassess 
Jacobin ideals of total community.

In the struggle between the state and civil society, it was the latter’s 
task to invent a new principle of power that would respect the rights and 
aspirations of the individual. This counterprinciple was rooted in the in-
de pen dent life of society, in what Václav Havel aptly called the power of 
the powerless. A new epoch came of age. It was the inception of the all- 
out debunking of the duplicitous infrastructure of Communist power. 
First Solzhenitsyn, then East and Central Eu ro pe an dissidents announced 
their decision to restore the normative value of truth. Refusing offi cial lies 
and reinstating truth in its own right has turned out to be a more success-
ful strategy than revisionist criticism from within. Dissent in East Central 
Eu rope subverted Leninism using two trajectories: “the self- conscious 
creation of a site of re sis tance,” also called “parallel polis,” “second soci-
ety,” “antipolitics,” and so on, and “the twin strategies of new evolution-
ism and non- violence” (such as Jacek Kuron’s “self- limitation” or János 
Kis’s “radical reformism”).116 For the fi rst time in the twentieth century, 
dissidents rejected emergency revolutionary status (privilege) as a justifi -
cation for (state) violence in societal transformation. In the pro cess, they 
also forced Western intellectuals to face their own illusions rooted in the 
totalitarian fascination with armed utopia. Furthermore, the dissident 
movement irreversibly destroyed the self- constructed, self- blinding, 
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and utterly obsolete veil of ignorance concerning the human cost of revo-
lution. In the case of France, the land of seemingly unending engagement 
with revolutionary privilege, “in overwhelming, searing detail, Solzhenit-
syn’s Gulag Archipelago was the indictment that, in the words of Georges 
Nivat, ‘broke us.’ ”117

The ultimate goal of Communism, overcoming politics in a fully uni-
fi ed body social— the celebrated “leap into the kingdom of freedom”— 
was challenged by a moral imperative of po liti cal responsibility. Con-
cepts such as central planning, the leading role of the party, the principle 
of class struggle on the world stage, and the pyramid of soviets  were 
legitimated in historical terms, “a pro cess that was greater than what 
they, as temporal forms of or ga ni za tion, represented.”118

In a sense, Gorbachev hoped the party would recapture its soul in the 
struggle for the modernization of Soviet po liti cal culture but found 
that the times made such endeavors futile. Only when it was too late, in 
July 1991, at a moment of devastating ideological disarray within the 
CPSU, did he urge “a decisive break with outmoded ideological dogmas 
and ste reo types.” He failed to look for solutions outside the party. He 
refused to adopt the roundtable strategy— the symbol of the 1989 Cen-
tral Eu ro pe an peaceful revolutions. He envisaged transition to democ-
racy by means of socialism (yet incoherently articulated), but in a plural-
istic society his vision was not the only one competing in the public 
square. It is now obvious that the main strength of Communist regimes 
was their ability to maintain a climate of fear and hopelessness; their 
main weakness was a failure to muzzle the human mind. I do not under-
estimate the intrinsic economic problems of these regimes, but their main 
vulnerability was the failure to generate confi dence. Glasnost was an at-
tempt to solve the insoluble, a desperate effort to create a less suffocating 
environment without changing the principle of party domination. The 
upheavals of 1989 and 1991 showed that the fabric was perhaps softer, 
but the straitjacket had remained unchanged, generating the ultimate 
stand— complete pop u lar systemic rebuke.

The Hungarian dissident phi los o pher G. M. Tamás expressed a wide-
spread feeling among East Eu ro pe an in de pen dents when he refused to 
consider Gorbachevism as heaven- sent: “I don’t agree . . .  with the com-
placency of most Western observers, especially now with the advent of 
Gorbachev, who would confi ne us within the limits of a mildly reformed 
communist system where power still lies with the Party, but where some 
other people can also shout a bit. If people don’t have to suffer for their 
views but nevertheless have no real infl uence over what happens, the 
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longer such a situation continues the greater the difference develops be-
tween words and deeds. We cannot develop a normal life for the future 
on such a basis.”119 Or, as po liti cal thinker and dissident Miklós Ha-
raszti put it in the afterword to the American edition of his book on art-
ists under socialism: “For de cades Hungary has been a textbook model 
of a pacifi ed post- Stalinist neo- colony. This fact has not been lost on Mr. 
Gorbachev as he attempts to wrap more velvet on the bars of his prison 
in order to create a less primitive and more manageable order in the 
heart of his empire.”120

The disruptive effects of this ideological relaxation  were felt not only 
in the Soviet  Union but also in East Central Eu rope. It did allow for a 
redistribution of the constellation of power as a consequence of social 
self- organization. The experience of the Workers’ Defense Committee 
(KOR) in Poland demonstrated that a tiny nucleus of committed in-
tellectuals could fundamentally change the post- totalitarian po liti cal 
equation.121 KOR contributed to the climate of cooperation between the 
radical core of the intelligentsia and the militant activists of the working 
class. Neither a po liti cal party nor a traditional trade  union, Solidarnosc 
prefi gured a synthesis of nonutopian language for a rational polis and an 
emancipated community. The pace of reform in the Soviet  Union held a 
vital importance for the fate of East Eu ro pe an nations. The intensifi ca-
tion of dissent activities in 1987– 89 in Poland, Hungary, Czech o slo vak i a, 
and the GDR anticipated the daring, all- out challenge to the Communist 
regimes in these countries. The October 1986 statement signed by dissi-
dents from Poland, Hungary, Czech o slo vak i a, and the GDR inaugurated 
a new chapter in the history of antitotalitarian struggles. It showed that 
international actions could and should be undertaken to emphasize the 
values and the goals of the opposition. It was the historical calling of 
critical intellectuals to counter the strategy of cooptation and assert the 
primacy of those values the system stifl es.

At the moment when genuine in de pen dent social movements co-
alesced, intellectuals did provide an articulate program for po liti cal 
change, the exact alternative that revisionism failed to create. In their 
seminal volume Dictatorship over Needs, Heller, Fehér, and Márkus offer 
a thoughtful explanation of the demise of Marxism- Leninism: “A social 
order is legitimated if at least one part of the population acknowledges it 
as exemplary and biding and the other part does not confront the exist-
ing social order with the image of an alternative one as equally exem-
plary. Thus the relative number of those legitimating a system may be 
irrelevant if the non- legitimating masses are merely dissatisfi ed.”122 In 
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his turn, Archie Brown, rather than advocating a vantage point from 
above, argues that the collapse of Communism can be explained by a 
combination of “new ideas, institutional power (the commanding 
heights of the po liti cal system having fallen into the hands of radical 
reformers), and po liti cal choices (when other options could have been 
chosen).”123

So, why did Communist regimes collapse? The answer is multicausal 
and requires grasping the many origins and implications of the world- 
shattering events of 1989– 91. If I  were to start the list of causes, how-
ever, I would say that Communist regimes disappeared because they 
lost their ideological self- confi dence, their hierocratic credentials. Their 
ritualized hegemony was successfully challenged by the reinvention of 
politics brought about by dissent. The existence of an alternative in a 
space previously imbued with myth and ideology triggered a pro cess of 
individual and collective self- determination. The logic of consent, of 
emancipation within “ideocratic” limits, was replaced by the grammar 
of revolt, self- affi rmation, and freedom. The Communist project of mo-
dernity oriented toward “an integrated accumulation of wealth, power, 
and knowledge” while relying on the “embedded phantasm of a shortcut 
to affl uence through total social mobilization”124 was rejected on moral 
grounds. The crystallization of a critical theory focusing on subjectivity 
and negativity reasserted the central position of the human being in the 
symbolic economy of Central and East Eu ro pe an politics. Ironically, the 
Soviet warning, “Either we destroy revisionism or it will destroy us!” 
seems now stunningly prescient. Thanks to critical intellectuals relying 
upon the tradition and grounds established by revisionist Marxism, re-
volts ultimately morphed into revolutions. 
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chapter 5

Ideology, Utopia, and Truth
Lessons from Eastern Eu rope

Any social Utopia which purports to offer a technical 
blueprint for the perfect society now strikes me as pregnant 
with the most terrible dangers. I am not saying that the idea 
of human fraternity is ignoble, naïve, or futile; and I don’t 
think that it would be desirable to discard it as belonging to 
an age of innocence. But to go to the lengths of imagining 
that we can design some plan for the  whole society whereby 
harmony, justice and plenty are attained for human engineer-
ing is an invitation for despotism. I would, then, retain 
Utopia as an imaginative incentive . . .  and confi ne it to that. 
The point where despotism differs from totalitarianism is the 
destruction of civil society. But civil society cannot be 
destroyed until and unless private property, including the 
private own ership of all the means of production, is 
abolished.

—Leszek Kołakowski (in George Urban ed., Stalinism)

More than in any other period of human history, individuals in the 
twentieth century  were tempted by the promises of revolutionary mes-
sianism rooted in grandiose teleological fantasies imagined by prophets 
who mostly wrote their manifestos during the previous century.1 Or to 
use the formulation of Czech phi los o pher and dissident Jan Patocka, the 
last century experienced the rise of “radical super- civilizations” that 
sought forms analogous to that of a “universal church.” According to 
him, they  were “geared toward the totalizing of life by means of rational-
ism; we deal with a yearning for a new center, ‘from which it is possible 
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to gradually control all layers all the way to the periphery.’ ”2 From 
both extreme left and right, the quest for an absolute reshaping of the 
human condition inspired frantic endeavors to transcend what appeared 
to be the philistine carcass of liberal institutions and values.3 Many Bol-
sheviks, including Aleksandr Bogdanov, Anatoly Lunacharsky, and quite 
likely even Lenin found Nietz sche’s proclamation regarding the advent 
of the Übermensch (superman) exhilarating or at least intriguing. This 
type of infl uence “touched a deep chord in the Rus sian psyche that con-
tinued to reverberate long after his [Nietz sche’s] initial reception. . . .  
Ideas and images derived from his writings  were fused, in various ways, 
with compatible elements in the Rus sian religious, intellectual, and cul-
tural heritage, and with Marxism.”4

In Communism and Fascism, ideology was there to justify violence, 
sacralize it, and to discard all opposite views as effete, sterile, danger-
ous, and fundamentally false. In the ideological binary logic (Lenin’s 
kto- kogo, who- whom principle) there was no room for a middle road: 
the enemy— always defi ned by class (or race) criteria— lost all human-
ity, being reduced to the despicable condition of vermin. Stalinists and 
Nazis proudly avowed their partisanship and abolished human auton-
omy through loyalty to the party/leader/dogma. The main purpose of 
revolutionary ideological commitment was to or ga nize the mental 
colonization (heteronomy) of individuals, to turn them into enthusiastic 
builders of the totalitarian utopia. In brief, totalitarianism as a project 
aiming at complete domination over man, society, economy, and nature, 
is inextricably linked to ideology.5 The ideologies of Communism and 
Fascism held in common a belief in the plasticity of human nature and 
the possibility of transforming it in accordance with a utopian blueprint: 
“What totalitarian ideologies therefore aim at is not the transformation 
of the outside world or the revolutionizing transmutation of society, but 
the transformation of human nature itself.”6 Ideology cut across all re-
gime dynamics, “grounding and projecting action, without which gover-
nance, violent action, and socialization  were impossible.”7 Both Leninism 
and Fascism have inspired unfl inching loyalties, a fascination with the 
fi gure of the perfect society, and romantic immersion in collective move-
ments promising the advent of the millennium.8

The Enduring Magnetism of Utopia

Despite Leninism’s decline, the utopian reservoir of humanity has not 
been completely exhausted: refurbished ideologies have resurfaced, 
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among them pop u lism, chauvinism, and fundamentalism of different 
shades. The ghost of the future conjured up by young Karl Marx in the 
Communist Manifesto has been replaced with revamped specters of 
the past, summoned into the present by disconcerted po liti cal actors 
unable to come to terms with the hardships of the demo cratic project 
and the challenges of (post)modernity. To the soulless “Eu rope of butter” 
lambasted and decried by various neoromantics, they often contrast the 
myth of the original communal democracy of the agrarian societies. In 
short, the end of Communism, the revolutions of 1989, and the disturb-
ing Leninist legacies have created a world full of dangers, in which tradi-
tional lines of demarcation have completely disintegrated and new forms 
of radicalism simmer under the carapace of pseudostability. With the 
breakdown of Leninism a crucial threshold was crossed, but the readi-
ness to indulge in ideological fallacies is not totally extinct. This is the 
reason for Kołakowski ’s wry conclusion to the new epilogue of his mas-
terful trilogy: “No one can be certain whether our civilization will be able 
to cope with the ecological, demographic, and spiritual dangers it has 
caused or whether it will fall victim to catastrophe. So we cannot tell 
whether the present ‘anti- capitalist,’ ‘anti- globalist,’ and related obscuran-
tist movements and ideas will quietly fade away and one day come to 
seem as pathetic as the legendary Luddites at the beginning of nineteenth 
century, or whether they will maintain their strength and fortify their 
trenches.”9

Marxism was a protean po liti cal movement, but what distinguished 
it as a movement  were its grandiose and ideologically driven po liti cal 
ambitions.10 According to Jan Patocka, the systematization of man and 
history, culminating in Marx, made evident “that, in a full working out 
of the spirit of metaphysics that means man, as historical and as social, 
placing himself in the position once reserved for the gods and for God, 
myth, dogma, and theology  were reabsorbed into history and fl owed 
into a philosophy that discarded its time- honored name of a simple love 
of wisdom in order to become a scientifi c system.”11 Once this scientifi c 
pretense ceased to inspire genuine commitment, the spell of Marxism as 
a promise of earthly salvation started to dissipate. The eclipse of Marx-
ism as a strategy for social transformation ended an age of radicalism 
and justifi ed a number of refl ections regarding the destiny of utopian 
thought in this century. One can agree with Ferenc Fehér’s masterful 
obituary of “Marxism as politics,” but we still need to discuss Marxism’s 
utopian component, which Marxism has never acknowledged.12 On the 
contrary, Marx and his followers  were convinced that they possessed 
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access to the hidden laws of historical development and that their his-
torical waver was meant to result in an immanent kingdom of freedom.

With characteristic nineteenth- century hubris, Marx declared his so-
cial theory the ultimate scientifi c formula, as exact and precise as the 
algorithms of mathematics or the demonstrations of formal logic. Not 
to recognize their validity was for Marx, as for his successors, evidence 
of historical blindness, ideological bias, or “false consciousness,” which 
 were characteristic of those who opposed Marxist solutions to social 
questions. Prisoners of the bourgeois mentality, alienated victims of 
ideological mystifi cations, and non- Marxist theorists— all purveyors of 
false consciousness— were scorned and dismissed as supporters of the 
status quo. At the opposite pole, the proletarian viewpoint, celebrated by 
Marx and crystallized in the form of historical materialism, was thought 
to provide ultimate knowledge and the recipe for universal happiness. 
Thanks to proletarian class consciousness, the doctrine maintained, a 
revolution would occur that would end all forms of oppression. Mankind 
would undertake the world- historical leap from the realm of necessity 
(scarcity, injustice, torments) into the realm of freedom (joy, abundance, 
and equity). This would end humanity’s prehistory and begin its real his-
tory. All human reality was thus subordinated to the dialectical laws of 
development, and history was projected into a sovereign entity, whose 
diktat was beyond human questioning.

Here lies a fatal methodological error in Marxism: its rendering of 
history as a gesetzmässig (law- governed) succession of historical forma-
tions, and the corollary of this rendering: the dogma of class struggle as 
the engine of historical progress. In this theory, individuals are nothing 
more than hostages of forces whose workings they can scarcely under-
stand. This combination of philosophy and myth, so persuasively ex-
plored by Robert C. Tucker,13 prevented the German radical phi los o pher 
and his disciples throughout the de cades from grasping the subjective 
dimension of history and politics. The main diffi culty with the Marxian 
project is its lack of sensitivity to the psychological makeup of mankind. 
This obsession with social classes— what French sociologist Lucien 
Goldmann once referred to as the viewpoint of the transindividual his-
torical subject (a Lukácsian formulation, to be sure)14— the failure to 
take into account the infi nite diversity of human nature, the eagerness to 
reduce history to a confl ict between polar social categories, this is indeed 
the substratum of an ideology that, wedded to sectarian and fanatic po-
liti cal movements, has generated many illusions and much grief through-
out the twentieth century. With its cult of totality, this social theory, 
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which purports to be the ultimate explanatory archetype, set the stage 
for its degeneration into dogma and for persecution of the heretics that 
 were to punctuate Marxism once it was transfi gured into Leninism.

An example of this dogma is the Communist Manifesto’s thesis of the 
inherent internationalism of the proletarian class, that famous assertion 
according to which proletarians have no fatherland. In this thesis, meta-
physically deduced from the proclamation of the proletariat as the 
social embodiment of Hegelian reason, Marx bestows on the working 
class a universalist mandate with no empirical validity (as it was borne 
out in the outburst of nationalism during World War I, to the dismay of 
the Zimmerwald Left and other Marxist internationalists). Marx imag-
ined an ideal proletariat, ready to renounce all social, communitarian, 
and cultural bonds. What really happened was precisely the opposite of 
Marx’s prophesy: the proletariat failed to initiate the apocalyptical 
breach, the cataclysmically chiliastic cleavage so powerfully heralded in 
the Manifesto.

The Communist Manifesto was perhaps the most infl ammatory and 
impassioned text ever written by a phi los o pher. In this scathing, vitri-
olic, and incandescent pamphlet, Marx (in coauthorship with his loyal 
friend Friedrich Engels) at once pilloried and glorifi ed a  whole social 
class— the bourgeoisie— and a  whole social order— capitalism—and 
prophesied the objective, inexorable necessity of their overthrow by a 
higher form of society. Written in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
the Manifesto became in the twentieth century the charter of the Bolshe-
vik oracular creed. Marxism, for all its scientifi c aspirations, from the 
beginning represented a secular substitute for traditional religion, offer-
ing a totalizing vocabulary in which “the riddle of history” was solved, 
and envisioning a leap from the realm of oppression, scarcity, and neces-
sity to a realm of freedom. Its chiliasm helps to explain its magnetism, its 
capacity to elicit romantic- heroic behavior, to generate collective fervor, 
to mobilize the oppressed, to incite po liti cal hostility, and to inspire both 
social hope and mystical delusions. Precisely because of its deliberately 
simplifi ed rhetorical devices, the Manifesto became the livre de chevet for 
generations of professional revolutionaries. It was the po liti cal counter-
part to the eleventh of Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach, in which he assigned 
philosophy an urgent transformative task by proclaiming that the issue 
was not how to interpret the world but how to change it.

The Manifesto does more than articulate a grand historical narrative 
of the progressive rise and fall of classes. It designates the proletariat as 
the ultimate collective agent, destined to bring the story of class struggle 
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to a close. At the same time, it reduces all questions of morality to ques-
tions of class power. The story of capitalism is a story of how the 
bourgeoisie expropriated feudal property, made the modern “bourgeois” 
state its own, and wielded po liti cal power to enhance the pro cess of 
capital accumulation, unwittingly calling into existence its own “grave- 
diggers”—the industrial proletariat. As the proletariat evolves, it comes 
to an increasing awareness of its “mission” as the only “really revolution-
ary class,” to abolish— indeed, to “destroy”— not simply private property 
but human oppression itself.

The Manifesto presented proletarian empowerment and human eman-
cipation not as contingently related but as essentially the same thing. And 
it described this empowerment in strikingly Manichean terms, complete 
with “decisive hours” of confl ict, “despotic inroads” on property, and the 
“sweeping away” of outmoded historical conditions. In their frantic op-
position to the bourgeois status quo and its ideological superstructures, 
including forms of false consciousness, Marx and Engels underrated the 
per sis tent power of traditional allegiances, including the potential of na-
tionalism: “The working men have no country. We cannot take from 
them what they have not got. Since the proletariat must fi rst of all acquire 
po liti cal supremacy, must rise to be the leading class of the nation, must 
constitute itself the nation, it is, so far, itself national, though not in the 
bourgeois sense of the world. National differences and antagonisms 
between peoples are daily more and more vanishing. . . .  The supremacy 
of the proletariat will cause them to vanish still faster.”15 It could be 
said that in laying out this historical trajectory Marx intended merely 
to describe and not to prescribe. And yet the pamphlet was laced with 
moral outrage and denunciation, buoyed by a vision of ultimate libera-
tion (“the free development of each . . .  the free development of all”). 
More to the point, it heaped scorn on any reservations on the part of 
other Communists or Socialists— much less “the bourgeoisie”— regarding 
the morality or justice of class struggle. According to the Manifesto, “the 
Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly de-
clare that their ends can be attained by the forcible overthrow of all exist-
ing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communist revo-
lution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have 
a world to win. working men of all countries unite!”16

To identify these texts in the Manifesto is not to imply that this is all 
that is there, but these are central texts, and they articulate what Marx 
maintained was most distinctive about “Communism” as a po liti cal for-
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mation distinct from the socialists and utopians that he disparages— that 
it unsentimentally, resolutely, and presciently both comprehends and ap-
prehends the “real movement” of history, a movement heretofore marked 
by exploitation, expropriation, and violence, at the same time that it now, 
fi nally, stands at the threshold of a new dispensation. “In depicting the 
most general phases of the development of the proletariat,” Marx and 
Engels wrote, “we traced the more or less veiled civil war, raging within 
existing society, up to the point where that war breaks out into open 
revolution, and where the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the 
foundation for the sway of the proletariat.”17

Marx did not articulate a “Leninist” theory of the “vanguard party.” 
Indeed, he insisted that “the Communists do not form a separate party 
opposed to other working- class parties.” But he also emphasized that 
the Communists alone possess a proper and historically privileged un-
derstanding of the total interests of the proletarians as a class:

They have no interests separate and apart from those of the proletariat as a 
 whole. They do not set up any sectarian principles of their own by which to 
shape and mould the proletarian movement. The communists are distin-
guished from other working- class parties by this only: (1) In the national 
struggles of the proletarians of different countries, they point out and bring 
to the front the common interests of the entire proletariat, in de pen dently 
of all nationality. (2) In the various stages of development which the struggle 
of the working class against the bourgeoisie has to pass through, they al-
ways and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a  whole. . . .  
The theoretical conclusions of the Communists are in no way based on 
ideas or principles that have been invented or discovered, by these or that 
would- be universal reformers. They merely express, in general terms, actual 
relations springing from an existent class struggle, from a historical move-
ment going on under our very ideas.”18

For Marx, communism united ideological superiority, po liti cal mili-
tancy, and an unfl inching and resolute appreciation of historical tasks. 
The distance separating Marx from Lenin on this score was barely per-
ceptible. It is thus easy to see how Lenin later could claim that the 
Manifesto contained the idea of the dictatorship of the proletariat even 
though Marx and Engels had yet to name that idea. For Lenin, the 
book’s central theme was clearly “the proletariat or ga nized as the rul-
ing class.” Because po liti cal power was the or ga nized power of one class 
or another, and because the state “is an or ga ni za tion of violence for the 
suppression of some class,” for Lenin it made perfect sense that the pro-
letariat must seize state power and use it “to crush the re sis tance of the 
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exploiters.” Such a politics, he insisted, was absolutely irreconcilable 
with Menshevik- style reformism. And there is more. For the “truth” of 
this perspective is only manifested by radicalized, uncompromising 
Communism. In her prescient critique of Lenin’s neo- Jacobin, potentially 
dictatorial or gan i za tion al philosophy, Rosa Luxemburg wrote in 1904:

Ultracentralist tendency . . .  the central Committee is the only active nucleus 
in the party and all the remaining organizations are merely tools for 
 implementation . . .  absolute blind submission of the individual organs of 
the party to their central authority . . .  a central authority that alone 
thinks, acts, and decides for everyone. The lack of will and thought in a mass 
of fl esh with many arms and legs moving mechanically to the baton. . . .  
Zombie- like obedience [kadavergehorsam] . . .  absolute power and author-
ity of a negative kind . . .  sterile spirit of the night watchman . . .  strict des-
potic centralism . . .  the straight- jacket of a bureaucratic centralism that re-
duces the militant workers to a docile instrument of a committee . . .  an 
all- knowing and ubiquitous Central Committee.”19

And thus the foundation for a violent tutelary dictatorship was laid. 
Stalin would extend the premises put forward by the found er of Bolshe-
vism, exalting party- mindedness (partiinost’) as an antidote to “bour-
geois scientifi c neutrality” and other such illusions: “The omnipotence of 
the Lie was not due to Stalin’s wickedness, but was the only way of legiti-
mizing a regime based on Leninist principles. The slogan constantly met 
with during Stalin’s dictatorship, ‘Stalin is the Lenin of our days,’ was 
thus entirely accurate.”20 Reviewing The Black Book of Communism, 
Anne Applebaum judiciously noted that “it is possible now, in a way it 
would not have been a few years ago, to trounce once and for all the 
myths of a more promising ‘early period’ of communist history, or of ‘bet-
ter’ regimes which deviated from the general rule. . . .  Without exception, 
the Leninist belief in the one party state was and is characteristic of every 
communist regime, from Rus sia to China to Cuba to Mozambique. With-
out exception, the Bolshevik use of violence was repeated in every 
communist revolution.”21

The revolutionary subject refused to perform its allegedly predes-
tined role. The proletariat, in this soteriological vision, was the univer-
sal redeemer or, as the young Marx put it, the messiah class of history. 
The concept of class struggle, as elaborated in the Manifesto, was foun-
dational for the  whole Marxian revolutionary cosmology. And as Ray-
mond Aron, Alain Besançon, Robert Conquest, Leszek Kołakowski, and 
Andrzej Walicki have shown, in its emphasis on struggle, the Marxian 
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project sanctifi ed historical violence (a viewpoint unapologetically af-
fi rmed by a range of Marxist texts, from Leon Trotsky’s Their Morals 
and Ours to Maurice Merleau- Ponty’s Humanism and Terror). In the 
Marxian perspective, violence of the oppressed against the oppressors 
was justifi ed as a means to smash the bourgeois state machine and en-
sure the irreversible triumph of the proletariat. Marx drew this conclu-
sion from the defeat of the Paris Commune in 1871, which he attributed 
to the lack of determination on the side of the Communards to estab-
lish their own dictatorship of the proletariat. Later, Leninism used and 
abused this philosophy of revolutionary historical Aufhebung, celebrat-
ing the role of the vanguard party and deriding concerns about the 
 absence of a mature proletariat in industrially underdeveloped Rus sia. 
For Lenin, the Bolshevik regime had to resort to any means, including 
mass terror, to “form a government which nobody will be able to over-
throw.”22 In his 1972 address upon receiving the Nobel Prize for Litera-
ture, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn stressed the upward spiral of degeneration 
involved in the Communist project: “At its birth violence acts openly and 
even with pride, [but later] it cannot continue to exist without a fog of 
lies, clothing them in falsehood.”23

There are two trajectories laid out in the Communist Manifesto, 
foreshadowing further elaborations in mature Marxian theory. On one 
hand there is the emphasis on the self- development of class conscious-
ness, which lends itself to a more or less social demo cratic politics of 
proletarian self- organization and po liti cal empowerment— what the 
American Socialist Michael Harrington called “the demo cratic essence.” 
On the other hand, there is the privileging of an ideologically correct 
vanguard committed to a totalizing revolution by any means necessary 
(for, in the words of Leon Trotsky’s famous aphorism, you  can’t make an 
omelet without breaking some eggs). Yet even the more “humanistic” ver-
sion of Marxism was deeply Manichean, centering on capitalist exploita-
tion as the fundamental injustice and on proletarian counterhegemony 
as the agent of its transcendence. This dialectic of class struggle— what C. 
Wright Mills ironically called a “labor metaphysic”— is the core principle 
of all versions of Marxism. And its prominence explains why the more 
elitist and violent form of Marxism that came to dominate the politics of 
the twentieth century— Bolshevism—can be seen as a legitimate heir of 
Marxism’s emancipatory project, even if it is not the only legitimate 
heir.24 We can perhaps imagine other worlds in which a different real-
ization of Marxian ideas might be possible. But in the real world of 
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historical actuality, there was only one successful effort to “overthrow 
the bourgeoisie” and institute the “sway of the proletariat.” And it laid 
waste to the eastern half of Eu rope.

A range of po liti cal intellectuals writing in the 1940s and 1950s fi rst 
identifi ed a “totalitarian temptation” within Marxism. Authors such as 
Boris Souvarine, Czesław Miłosz, Karl R. Popper, Isaiah Berlin, Hannah 
Arendt, and Albert Camus hardly converged on a single po liti cal per-
spective. But they shared a sense that Communism was “a God that 
failed” miserably, and that in important respects this failure could 
be traced to defi ciencies in the thought of its humanistic found er, Karl 
Marx. The intellectual history of the twentieth century can be written as 
a series of po liti cal disenchantments with a doctrine that promised uni-
versal emancipation and led instead to terror, injustice, in e qual ity, and 
abysmal human rights abuses.25 In this reading, the main weakness of 
Marxist socialism was the absence of a revolutionary ethic, the complete 
subordination of the means to the worshipped, nebulous end. The nu-
merous traumatic breaks with Communism of some of the most impor-
tant Eu ro pe an intellectuals of the twentieth century did not necessarily 
imply a farewell to Marxism. They  were nevertheless most exacting 
emotional experiences. In the words of Ignazio Silone, “One is cured of 
communism the way one is cured of a neurosis.”26

As I came of age po liti cally in the Romania of the “Great Helms-
man,” Nicolae Ceausescu, these authors— and more contemporary ones, 
such as François Furet, Leszek Kołakowski , the Praxis group, the Buda-
pest neo- Marxist School, (Ferenc Fehér, Agnes Heller, György Márkus, 
Mihaly Vajda)— helped me understand the genealogy of the Leninism 
that held my country (and the  whole region) in thrall. While some left- 
wing critics might argue that this antitotalitarian critique of Marxism is 
simply an artifact of Cold War liberalism, I would remind them that the 
Cold War liberalism with which I identifi ed centered not on the foreign 
policy of the United States but on the challenges of trying to live freely 
as a subject of an ideologically inspired dictatorship. This is the thrust of 
the argument made by Agnes Heller and Ferenc Fehér in the 1980s when 
they insisted on the need to discover a common language between critical 
intellectuals of the East and the West. In other words, in spite of the real 
uses and manipulations of the term totalitarianism during the Cold War, 
for East Eu ro pe an neo- Marxists this was a so cio log i cally, po liti cally, and 
morally adequate concept.27 To get a better sense of how such authors 
perceived the realities of the politics of utopia instrumentalized by Com-
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munist regimes, one should remember Václav Havel’s still cogent charac-
terization of what he called the post- totalitarian order:

The post- totalitarian system touches people at every step, but it does so 
with its ideological gloves on. This is why the life in the system is so thor-
oughly permeated with hypocrisy and lies: government by bureaucracy is 
called pop u lar government; the working class is enslaved in the name of 
the working class; the complete degradation of the individual is presented 
as his ultimate liberation; depriving people of information is called making 
it available; the use of power to manipulate is called the public control of 
power, and the arbitrary abuse of power is called observing the legal code; 
the repression of culture is called its development; the expansion of impe-
rial infl uence is presented as support for the oppressed; the lack of free 
expression becomes the highest form of freedom; farcical elections become 
the highest form of democracy; banning in de pen dent thought becomes the 
most scientifi c of world views; military occupation becomes fraternal 
assistance.28

The Shipwreck of Utopia

The revolutions of 1989– 91 dealt a mortal blow to the ideological pre-
tense according to which human life can be structured in accordance 
with scientifi c designs proposed by a general staff of revolutionary doc-
trinaires. These movements countered the apotheosis of bureaucratic 
domination with the centrality of human rights. “Seeing like a state” (to 
use James C. Scott’s formula) turned out to be a strategy with cata-
strophic consequences.29 Some acclaimed these revolutions precisely 
because they  were non- Jacobin, nonteleological, and nonideological. 
They  were anti- utopian precisely because they refused to pursue any 
foreordained blueprint. In emphasizing the non- utopian character of 
Charter 77, Havel tellingly described the foundation upon which the 
re sis tance that fueled the 1989 upheaval was built: “An essential part of 
the ‘dissident’ attitude is that it comes out of the reality of the human 
 here and now. It places more importance on often repeated and consis-
tent concrete action— even though it may be inadequate and though 
it  may ease only insignifi cantly the suffering of a single insignifi cant 
citizen— than it does in some abstract fundamental solution in an un-
certain future.”30 The answer to the pervasiveness of a spuriously revo-
lutionary ideology was to fi ll the gap between the public and the private 
existence by way of reestablishing “authentic human relations, which 
would preserve the direct and genuine communication of the private 
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life, being at the same time po liti cally infl uential as a counterweight to 
the oppressive, bureaucratic state.”31

With the exception of some vaguely defi ned concepts like civil soci-
ety, return to Eu rope, and pop u lar sovereignty, these revolutions oc-
curred in the absence of and in opposition to ideology. Precisely because 
ideology had become the justifi cation of state- sponsored lies, coercion, 
terror, and violence, dissidents, from Solzhenitsyn to Havel, insisted on 
the need to overcome the schizophrenic ideological chimeras and redis-
cover the galvanizing power of concepts such as dignity, identity, civil-
ity, truth, transparence, trust, and tolerance. For example, Czech phi los-
o pher Jan Patocka, himself a victim of Communism because of his 
central role in the creation of Charter 77, considered that Rus sian dissi-
dents Andrei Sakharov and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn shared “a sense of 
the truth of their own humanity that outweighed any material advan-
tage or dogmatic slogan that could be offered to them” [my emphasis].32 
In response to the totalist pretension of a totalitarian movement, dissi-
dents reaffi rmed what Patocka conceptualized as “care for the soul”— 
that “which makes what ever is properly human in us possible: moral-
ity, thought, culture, history. It is the most sacred thing in us, something 
through which we become connected to that which is eternal, yet with-
out having to leave this world.”33 Or, “the attempt to embody what is 
eternal within time, and within one’s own being, and at the same time, 
an effort to stand fi rm in the storm of time, stand fi rm in all dangers car-
ried with it.”34 Communism was therefore faced with individuals who 
rejected both living a lie and messianic posturing. One author even re-
marked that this could also be an explanation for the aftermath of 1989: 
“Václav Havel’s idea of living in truth, as well as Adam Michnik’s new 
evolutionism, George Konrád’s antipolitics and other dissident concep-
tions, are actually long- term strategies of resistance— not instructions to 
civil societies after the reestablishment of liberal democracies.”35

In the aftermath of the demise of the Leninist order, the moral land-
scape of post- Communism was marred with confusion, venomous ha-
treds, unsatisfi ed desires, and endless bickering. This is the bewildering, 
often terrifying territory in which po liti cal mythologies make a return. 
In Václav Havel’s words: “The fall of communism destroyed this shroud 
of sameness, and the world was caught napping by an outburst of the 
many unanticipated differences concealed beneath it, each of which— 
after such a long time in the shadows— felt a natural need to draw at-
tention to itself, to emphasize its uniqueness, and its difference from 
others.”36 The ideological extinction of Leninist formations left behind 
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a vacuum that has been fi lled by syncretic constructs drawing from the 
region’s pre- Communist and Communist heritage (nationalism, liberal-
ism, demo cratic socialism, conservatism, pop u lism, neo- Leninism, and 
an even more or less refurbished Fascism). Ethnocentric ideology, as 
mendacious as the Communist one, has become a new salvationist creed, 
a quasi- mystical source of identifi cation: “When the nationality confl ict 
obliterates all  else and the high priests of the intelligentsia support their 
nation’s obsession with romantic platitudes, we have what can be called 
po liti cal hysteria.”37 Moreover, Patocka argued that during the twenti-
eth century, and especially under Communism, individuals had to be 
“shaken” into “an awareness of their own historical nature, their own 
possibilities for freedom via the assumption of a self- refl ective stance 
and the rejection of ideology.”38 Dissidents themselves  were “a commu-
nity of the shaken,” but they  were hardly the majority of the population. 
The per sis tence of ideological ruins within post- Leninist societies and 
the echoes of the last century’s totalitarian temptations made East Eu ro-
pe ans vulnerable to resurgent specters of alternative or derivative salva-
tionisms (e.g., clericalism, ethnocentric conservatism, and pop u lism). 
Havel warned that ideology was “a specious way of relating the world. 
It offers human beings the illusion of identity, of dignity, and of morality 
while making it easier for them to part with them.”39

At the very core of Marxism one fi nds a millenialist myth about jus-
tice, fraternity, and equality, a social dream about a perfect world 
where the ancient confl ict between man and society, between essence and 
existence, would be transcended. More than anything  else, Marxism 
represented a grandiose invitation to human beings to engage in a pas-
sionate search for the City of God and to construct it  here and now. 
Leninism relied on its utopian aspect, as it proposed what Eric Weitz 
describes as a “capacious vision” of historical development: “By clear-
ing the rubble of the past, they believed they would open the path to the 
creation of the new society that would permit the ultimate effl orescence 
of the human spirit.”40 This human adventure has failed, but the deep 
needs that Marxism tried to satisfy have not come to an end. According 
to Leszek Kołakowski, “Marxism has been the greatest fantasy of the 
twentieth century.” The professed unity between theory and praxis that 
Marxism found was its historical cul- de- sac: its practical failure was the 
confi rmation of its theoretical fallacies. In other words, a philosophy 
that proclaimed praxis as the criterion of truth and maintained that 
concrete reality is the test of validity was dramatically belied by the 
practical impossibility of its implementation as originally designed and 
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by the human costs linked to its Leninist and post- Leninist revisions 
and experiments. As Leszek Kołakowski concluded in his unsurpassed 
trilogy, “The self- deifi cation of mankind, to which Marxism gave philo-
sophical expression, has ended in the same way as all such attempts, 
whether individual or collective: it has revealed itself as the farcical as-
pect of human bondage [my emphasis].”41

In Andzej Walicki’s view, Marx’s double- faceted concept of freedom 
was the conceptual grounding for Stalinism. One the one hand, there was 
freedom as “conscious, rational control over economic and social forces”; 
on the other, the notion of that individual freedom is to be replaced by 
“species freedom”— the liberation of mankind’s communal nature.42 
Subsequently, the fundamental utopian element of this totalizing polity 
was the drive toward fulfi lling such a free society. Leninism argued for a 
telos of “demo cratic dictatorship” (allegedly the only real democracy) 
and for communism, with the party as the magical entity injecting the 
necessary consciousness and offering the type of leadership for the com-
pletion of this journey.43 Neil Robinson argues:

This telos was transcendental because, although communism could be de-
scribed, it was separate from experience and was immutable. It performed 
an ontological function because it acted to make sense of general experience 
for all: all real phenomena could be judged against it and  were ascribed 
value, form and essence in its light. It therefore acted, as a kind of “super” or 
“main” discursive convention: it determined what could be claimed as being 
good (that which was conducive to communist construction) and what had 
to be rejected as bad (that which was harmful to the pro cess of communist 
construction). In performing this ontological function, the telos therefore 
provided the party with an idea of the meaning of the material world. This 
idea was unchallengeable and kept the discourse from fragmenting. . . .   
there could be no commentary on the way in which the system was struc-
tured for such commentary would be a denial of the truth of the telos, a de-
nial of the idea that the actions taken to secure historical development  were 
appropriate and legitimate.44

Such a conceptual framework for ideological discourse, combined 
with what Rachel Walker labels “the invariate conventions governing 
it” (that is, dogmatism as opposed to defending the purity of Marxism- 
Leninism),45 provided a continuous but variable narrative of emancipa-
tion, a source of incessant re- enchantments with state socialism as uto-
pia in action. It comes as no surprise, then, that the revolutions of 1989 
brought about for the Western Left what Jan- Werner Müller identifi ed 
in the German case as “the loss of utopia.”46 Writing shortly before his 
death in 1983, Raymond Aron concluded his lifelong endeavor to ana-
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lyze Marxism by pointing to its colossal theological and practical failure: 
“The prophecy, contradicted by both the evolution of capitalism and by 
the experience of so- called socialist regimes, remains as empty as it was 
at the beginning: How would the proletariat become the ruling class? 
Why would the proletariat become the ruling class? Why would collec-
tive own ership suddenly produce unpre ce dented effi ciency? What magic 
wand would accommodate authoritarianism and centralized planning to 
personal freedom and democracy? What was to replace the market econ-
omy other than bureaucratic planning? The mystifi cation began with 
Marx himself when he called his prophecy scientifi c.”47

This is indeed the way Marxism appears in the aftermath of the con-
vulsive twentieth century: a hidebound and often abstruse millennial-
ism, having little to do with the reality and challenges of industrial civi-
lization and unable to offer as remedies for human suffering anything 
other than empty slogans and ossifi ed dogmas. As the “opium for the in-
tellectuals,” it is almost extinct. This twilight is, at least in its implications, 
a grandiose fi n de partie: we see the fi nal agony of a hopeless attempt to 
overcome the limits of human nature by imagining a total break in the 
chain of those often strange and inexplicable occurrences that for want of 
a better term we have come to call “history.” The waning of utopian radi-
calism does not mean, however, the demise of an enduring yearning for 
social engineering. Historical hubris has not vanished; anguishes and 
malaise are  here and can lead to new follies: “The communist ideology 
seems to be in a state of rigor mortis, and the regimes that still use it are 
so repulsive that its resurrection may seem to be impossible. But let us 
not rush into such a prophecy (or anti- prophecy). The social conditions 
that nourished and made use of this ideology can still revive; perhaps— 
who knows?— the virus is dormant, waiting for the next opportunity. 
Dreams about the perfect society belong to the enduring stock of our 
civilization.”48

The question of Marxism’s culpability has not receded in importance 
in the wake of the fall of the Berlin Wall. Indeed, it is an essential ques-
tion of modern historical self- understanding, especially in Eastern Eu-
rope and the former Soviet  Union, because at the present moment— over 
twenty years after the revolutions of 1989— Leninist legacies endure, and 
there are forces in both East and West that maintain that the Communist 
catastrophe was essentially exogenous to the generous pledges of Marxist 
humanism. This is true, for instance, of the prominent Romanian Marx-
ist phi los o pher Ion Ianosi, for whom the text of the Manifesto and its 
historical consequences should not be amalgamated for “partisan 
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 reasons.”49 Comparing Marx to Nietz sche, Ianosi wrote about “culpa-
bles without culpability.” In the same vein, Hungarian former dissident 
(and briefl y Straussian) thinker G. M. Tamás has lately (after 2000) be-
come increasingly vocal in criticizing liberal values (not only liberalism) 
and championing the need to resurrect working- class po liti cal radical-
ism. Former Romanian dissident thinker Andrei Plesu responded bit-
terly to this idealized view of the Marxist legacies in the region, insist-
ing that for the denizens of the former Soviet Bloc, these are not abstract 
speculations but tragic facts of life.50 Recently, I engaged in a polemical 
exchange over G. M. Tamás’s espousal of French phi los o pher Alain Ba-
diou’s irresponsible exaltation of revolution as the ultimate évènement, a 
cataclysmic moment in which an anarchic, inchoate version of liberty 
allegedly triumphs over the mediocrity (or, in Žižek’s neo- Leninist terms, 
the cretinism) of liberalism.51 Another interesting case is Lukács’s former 
disciple, István Meszáros, a student of the Hegelian- Marxist concept of 
alienation, whose enduring anticapitalist convictions have been enthusi-
astically acclaimed as a paradigm of pensamiento critico by Venezuela’s 
“Bolivarian socialist” Hugo Chávez.52 In all the former Communist 
countries, the Far Left and the Far Right tend to share animosities, idio-
syncrasies, neuroses, and phobias. What unites these two trends is that 
they are both “far”: they resent the “grayness” of liberal democracy and 
abhor the “philistine mediocrity” of bourgeois existence.53 The neoro-
mantic hostility to the challenges of a globalized economy generates new 
salvationist mythologies, including utopian fl ights into agrarian reveries 
and the cult of the unadulterated, pristine, archaic völkisch community. 
Disciples of Marx and Lenin close ranks in the company of frantic ad-
mirers of Carl Schmitt and Julius Evola, the Italian Fascist mystical 
phi los o pher.54

One of the main effects of Marxist deradicalization in East- Central 
Eu rope was a need to redefi ne the relations between the Western intel-
ligentsia and the liberal tradition, including the legacies of Western hu-
manism. The post- Marxist, that is, postideological, age allowed for re-
consideration of the po liti cal and moral responsibilities of intellectuals, 
including a refusal to indulge in long- cherished fantasies of repudiating 
the liberal demo cratic status quo.55 The fate of Marxism in Eastern Eu-
rope highlights the role of awakening, apostasy, and metanoia: it was 
precisely disenchanted Marxists who decisively contributed to the ero-
sion of the ideocratic- partocratic systems. As I emphasized in the previ-
ous chapter, Marxist revisionism represented a major corrosive force in 
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dissolving the Leninist ideological hubris. By contrasting the offi cial 
pretense to the abysmal realities and offering the concept of alienation 
as an interpretive key for understanding bureaucratic authoritarianism, 
the revisionists offered alternative discourses of emancipation. The very 
fact that they had belonged to the Communist “family” made their cri-
tique poignantly explosive and exasperatingly annoying for the nomen-
klaturas. The destiny of East Eu ro pe an revisionism56 illustrates a noble 
tradition of moral dignity, the reclaiming of the concept of alienation 
from the totalitarian Moloch, and a phenomenology of honor and re-
sis tance that played a crucial role in the constitution of dissident move-
ments and the demise of state socialist systems. Their approaches have 
converged with Western anti- authoritarian post- Marxism,57 illustrated 
by attempts to rediscover the social imagination and new horizons for 
emancipatory practice beyond the ossifi ed and rigid ideologies of the 
past. Post- Marxism therefore meant renunciation of the apocalyptical 
visions of revolutionary catharsis, ac cep tance of the new challenges in 
the era of global communications, internet networks, and new social 
movements, and widespread concern regarding growing inequalities. 
Post- Marxism recognized the per sis tence of the traditional socialist 
agenda but admitted the waning of redemptive forms of po liti cal radi-
calism. Post- Marxism confronted the need to acknowledge the incon-
trovertible fact that “Marxism as a doctrine cannot be separated from 
the history of the po liti cal movements and systems to which it led.”58

The Fate of a Po liti cal Religion

More than other po liti cal theologies, Marxism was able to deter for 
many de cades the emergence of critical questioning, and to nourish an 
ardent, even fanatical attachment on the part of the normally skeptical 
Western intellectuals. The disintegration of the Stalinist gnosis as a 
self- suffi cient system of authoritarian norms and quasi- mystical pre-
cepts impelled revisionist intellectuals toward the construction of what 
Kołakowski called an agnostic Marxism, actually a quixotic attempt to 
salvage the humanistic kernel of the doctrine lest the  whole Marxist 
utopia fall apart. Critical Marxism was therefore an attempt to regener-
ate the moral dimension of po liti cal praxis. Revisionism pondered the 
relation between means and ends and arrived at the conclusion that no 
goal could justify the manipulation and degradation of the individual.59 
Ethical relativism was exposed as a most harmful deception, and moral 

 



178  |  Lessons from Eastern Eu rope

values  were again postulated as transcendent values, in de pen dent of 
contingent circumstances and selfi sh interests. Less idealistic than their 
unorthodox adversaries, the ideological supervisors knew better. Com-
mitted to a cynical realpolitik, they saw no reason to let the genie out of 
the bottle. Reifi ed in the fi gure of ideological power, Marxism was 
doomed to survive as a disembodied symbolic ceremonial. Trying to re-
vive and to secularize it, as the revisionist thinkers did, amounted even-
tually to intellectual narcissism. The point was not to recapture a pre-
sumed original libertarian thrust, but to formulate the conditions for the 
invention of a liberated social space. Milovan Djilas presciently identi-
fi ed in the early 1980s the bureaucratic degeneration of Marxism as one 
of the main causes of the ultimate debacle: “With the extinction of this 
utopian faith, communism has lost its soul, its raison d’être. Maintained 
largely by a relatively well- paid apparatus of offi cialdom and the imperi-
alist ambitions of the Soviet oligarchy, it has metamorphosed into an 
ever more banal lust for power, thereby losing its revolutionary strength 
and, to a large degree, its volcanic force as well. In doing so, communism 
has been reduced to its power- hungry, monopolistic essence and thereby 
condemned itself to destruction.”60

Some Western philosophers— primarily Cornelius Castoriadis and 
Claude Lefort— unlike many East Eu ro pe an thinkers, predisposed to the 
traditional reformist illusions, understood that, in order to gain credibil-
ity, the discourse of the opposition had to be de- Marxisized.61 Dialectical 
(ideological) trump cards had to be debunked and taken for what they 
indeed  were: convoluted justifi cations for the humiliation of the human 
being. From the revisionism of the late 1950s and early 1960s to the dis-
sidents’ skeptical treatment of Marxism or even outward anti- Marxism, 
there was a  whole odyssey of ruined hopes and failed illusions. Instead of 
indulging in what Hegel called a “litany of lamentations,” dissident think-
ers have tried to clarify the causes of this abortive end of the romance 
between Marxism and intellectuals. One cause was a growing awareness 
of the inherent ambivalence of the Marxian message, a discontentment 
with pragmatic utopianism. The mentor of the dissidents associated with 
Charter 77 in Czech o slo vak i a, phi los o pher Jan Patocka, simply rejected 
Marxism’s claim to a revolutionary prerogative over history: “Humans 
do not invent morality arbitrarily, to suit their needs, wishes, inclinations, 
and aspirations. Quite the contrary, it is morality that defi nes what being 
human means.”62

In the aftermath of 1956, but especially after 1968, the post- totalitarian 
phase of state socialism brought about a system of power based on con-
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formity, co- optation, cynicism, and inclusive, privilege- based regimen-
tation. Refl ecting on the hollow- ritualistic nature of the ideological 
reproduction of state socialism, Václav Havel provides an excellent 
description of the internalization mechanisms that replaced the terror-
ist methods:

Part of the essence of the post- totalitarian system is that it draws everyone 
into its sphere of power, not so that they may realize themselves as human 
beings, but so that they may surrender their human identity in favor of the 
identity of the system, that is, so that they may become agents of the system’s 
general automatism and servants of its self- determined goals, so they may 
participate in the common responsibility for it, so they may be pulled into 
and ensnared by it, like Faust into Mephistopheles. . . .  What we understand 
by the [post- totalitarian] system is not a social order imposed by one group 
upon another, but rather something which permeates the entire society and 
is a factor in shaping it.63

Mental co- optation was a crucial systemic goal; its achievement meant 
the perpetuation of endless ideological symbolic per for mances. The main 
purpose of this policy was to cauterize any sense of historical transcen-
dence, to preclude any in de pen dent nuclei of thought and action. The 
very concept of truth had long since been distorted (and negated) by 
Lenin with his Manichean view of philosophical partisanship: for the 
Leninists, truth is what serves the interests of the proletariat, themselves 
defi ned by a self- appointed elite made up of revolutionary zealots. After 
1956, however, the dogmatic core started to crumble. Full- fl edged totali-
tarianism never reached perfection, but it was the main ambition during 
the revolutionary stages of both Nazism and Stalinism. In the Soviet 
case, the Secret Speech led to disillusionment and ushered in detotalitari-
anization.64 Ideological lip- service was all- pervasive, but true believers 
had long since vanished. In fact, with very few exceptions, nobody be-
lieved in the bombastic rhetoric of the existing socialism. Still, although 
everybody knew that it was the incarnation of a huge lie, the system 
continued to operate, pathetically stifl ing (or stifl ingly pathetic). The 
Solidarity movement was a major breakthrough, but the real beginning 
of the end came, as I have shown, when Gorbachev decided in 1987– 88 
to jettison ideology in favor of frankness and truth.

The ideological camoufl age of serfdom was the main underpinning 
of the post- totalitarian order. In this sense one can argue for the con-
tinuous totalitarian ethos of these regimes, despite their reformist vaga-
ries: “When we speak of totalitarian regimes we have in mind not sys-
tems that have reached perfection, but rather those which are driven by 
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a never- ending effort to reach it, to swallow all channels of human 
communication, and to eradicate all spontaneous social life forms [em-
phasis in the original].”65 The profi le of the regimes in former Eastern 
Eu rope was determined by the specifi cities of the ideological content (one 
might even say hubris) fi lling the gap between their self- representation 
and their practice.66 Therefore, following Lefort, their nature was deter-
mined by their “self-understanding as a ‘distinctive’ project,”67 in the 
context of a neotraditionalist degeneration of the socialist system, where 
“the party’s combat ethos was ritualized,” its agents  were transformed 
into “Party principals,” and the issue of po liti cal equality was consistently 
sidestepped and displaced.68 In Arendtian terms, Communism as a 
regime was permanently beset by a resilient confl ict between power and 
reality.

Generally speaking, Leninism attempted to encompass and fi lter 
through its ideological matrix all that had potential for public discourse, 
to mediate any self- defi ning narrative. It created a “new type of cultural 
hegemony” that aimed to carry out “an ‘anthropological revolution’ 
through the use of an essentially ritualistic and transformative politics.”69 
The demise of Communism generated the space for alternative “semiotic 
sacralizations” (Roger Griffi n), which determined a proliferation of what 
I previously called fantasies of salvation: ideological surrogates whose 
principal function was to unify the public discourse and provide citizens 
with an easily recognizable source of identity as a part of a vaguely de-
fi ned ethnic (or po liti cal) community. These mythologies minimized indi-
vidual rights and emphasized instead the need to maintain an organic 
supra- individual ethos, which in turn determined the boundaries between 
good and evil, true and false. Indeed, they  were not ideologies, but they 
shared with ideology the appearance of a coherent narrative.

The evolution of democracy in post- Leninist Eastern Eu rope has 
shown that large social strata resented Communist ideology but not the 
state socialist guarantees of security and stability. Existing inventories of 
historical heritage and culture brought forth from under the Leninist 
debris provided the reservoir for the justifi cation of the new/old po liti cal 
actors’ intentions. In the past, for denizens of the Communist world, the 
myth of the classless society could serve such a purpose. In the post- 
Communist present, Communist nostalgia idealized “heroic mobiliza-
tion,” seen as both the expression of a lost unity and disappeared com-
munity, and as disaffection with demo cratic pluralism and the market 
economy.70 In a period characterized by weakness of social capital, loss 
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of solidarity among members of the po liti cal community, the disorienta-
tion, decline, or inertia of civil society, and rampant erosion of tradi-
tional authority, the checks and balances for myth- making infl ation  were 
seriously weakened. The history of the region’s fi rst two post- Communist 
de cades is a story of the quest for cohesive citizenry in the face of the 
grievous fragmentation typical of the Leninist legacy (in Jowitt’s sense).71

In the context of the routinization (and sometimes deradicalization) 
of Communist regimes and of the exhaustion of the Marxist revisionist 
alternative, a new type of po liti cal thought developed in East and Central 
Eu rope. It was both a reaction to the collectivistic, pseudo- egalitarian 
logic of Communist regimes and an inspiration for both moral reform 
and social change in this region from the 1970s on. The dissidents’ writ-
ings, the stances of critical intellectuals, provided a composite opposi-
tional complex that emphasized morals, tolerance, civility, and self- 
scrutiny. This body of thought reasserted the centrality of the individual. 
To paraphrase Jan Patocka, the locus of change was the soul of the 
 individual—“the spiritual person.” Dissidence represented the return to 
what sociologist Alvin Gouldner called the “culture of critical discourse,” 
while also introducing the criterion of normative truth as the only valid 
one in a praxis meant to resist new forms of oppression. For example, for 
the signatories of Charter 77, the “hope for politics was that citizens 
could learn to act as free and responsible persons, and that government 
would recognize this orientation by respecting the moral dimension of 
po liti cal life.”72

As the regimes declined under the burden of their economic in effec-
tive ness and moral numbness, as the elites lost their sense of historical 
predestination and showed signs of incurable disarray, it became pos-
sible for the long- silent civil society to reor ga nize itself and to launch a 
battle for reconstitution of the public sphere. Moreover, critical intellec-
tuals not only rejected regimentation but also signaled their disenchant-
ment with Marxist theory and proclaimed the revolutionary nature of 
truth- telling. Leszek Kołakowski gave full expression to the newly ac-
quired understanding of the intimate connection between the Marxist 
worldview and the practice of Communism in the twentieth century: “It 
would be absurd to maintain that Marxism was, so to speak, the effi cient 
cause of the present- day communism; on the other hand, communism is 
not a mere “degeneration” of Marxism but a possible interpretation of 
it and even a well- founded one, though primitive and partial in some 
respects. . . .  The self- deifi cation of mankind, to which Marxism gave 
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philosophical expression, had ended in the same way as all such at-
tempts: it has revealed itself as the farcical aspect of human bondage.”73 
In 1968, as the Czechoslovak experiment of “socialism with a human 
face” was in its last days, Rus sian dissident and eminent scientist Andrei 
Sakharov published in samizdat his memorandum Refl ections on Prog-
ress, Coexistence, and Intellectual Freedom. In this document, the author 
abandoned and condemned the ideological Manicheanism that func-
tioned as a cardinal principle to both Marxism and Leninism: “ ‘The divi-
sion of mankind threatens it with disaster,’ he began, and ‘in the face of 
these perils, any action increasing the division of mankind, any preaching 
of the incompatibility of world ideologies and nations is madness and a 
crime.’ ”74

Reinventing Politics

The creation of civil society in East and Central Eu rope, or what I call 
the reinvention of politics in a non- Machiavellian way, was centrally 
premised upon a rebellion against the mortifying role of ideology: “Be-
cause the regime is captive to its own lies, it must falsify everything. It 
falsifi es the past. It falsifi es the present, and it falsifi es the future. It falsi-
fi es statistics. It pretends not to possess an omnipotent and unprincipled 
police apparatus. It pretends to respect human rights. It pretends to fear 
nothing. It pretends to pretend nothing.”75 The moral anesthesia of the 
population was the most important ally of post- totalitarian Communist 
power, and one should hasten to add, it is the ally of any bureaucratic- 
alienating structure. The system worked as long as the prevailing lie was 
accepted and tolerated by the individual, as long as the average citizen— 
the greengrocer posting in the shop’s window the meaningless sign 
“Workers of the World, Unite!”— continued to endorse the ideological 
nonsense, even though he was aware that all this verbiage was nothing 
but a collection of lies. When Solzhenitsyn asked his fellow Soviet writers 
to cease lying, that is, to abandon ideology, his point was that moral life 
starts at the moment we refuse to lie. The world may be full of injustice, 
but let me not add to it. The problem, therefore, was not simply to iden-
tify the source of oppression in the government but also to realize how 
each individual was tied to the power structure and that it was in his 
power to emancipate himself. Upon reading Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archi-
pelago, Rus sian intellectuals heard “a trumpet calling to the terrible court 
of history.”76 The pain of millions recounted in the book shook off the 
cynicism and the hypocrisy perpetuated by the post- totalitarian order in 
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the East or by ideological folly in West.77 At the same time, Soviet leaders 
realized the potentially irreversible caesura generated by The Gulag Ar-
chipelago. In 1974, at a Politburo meeting, none other than Leonid 
Brezhnev straightforwardly asserted that “we have every basis to im-
prison Solzhenitsyn, for he has encroached on what is most sacred— on 
Lenin, on our Soviet system, on Soviet power, on everything that is dear 
to us.”78 Indeed, the revelations spelled doom; as one letter to the Soviet 
Politburo stated, “The Gulag Archipelago is the indictment with which 
your trial at the hands of the human race begins.”79 Solzhenitsyn, along 
with those who followed his example, undermined, as one party hack put 
it in 1988, “the foundations on which our present life rests.”80

According to Havel, the system’s ability to turn its victims into accom-
plices made post- totalitarianism different from classical dictatorships. 
The very idea of change had vanished, and the individuals  were faced 
with the imperative of coming to terms with what appeared to them as 
the only possible form of life. Emancipation, the birth of an alternative to 
the all- pervasive lie, came not as an exogenous benefi t bestowed by oth-
ers, but at the moment when some individuals decided to put an end to 
grotesque forms of self- denial. His or her decision to break the enchanted 
circle of complicity with the power- that- be and to utter his or her own 
truth was the premise for the civil society to resurrect itself. Therefore, 
Havel (along with George Konrád, János Kis, Jacek Kuron, Adam Mich-
nik, Martin Palouš, Miklós Haraszti, and others) advanced an alterna-
tive discourse on individuality that created the potential for a reconstruc-
tion of community and a redefi nition of subjectivity. It was to become the 
embryonic state of a willingness to assume responsibility for one’s own 
actions, to take risks, and to question institutions on the basis of a neces-
sary accountability. Echoing the teaching of his mentor Jan Patocka, 
Havel asserted that “an act is right not because it is likely to lead to favor-
able results (utilitarianism) nor because it is the universal duty of the 
agent to behave thus under the circumstances (deontology), but because 
it is the essentially human thing to do, a genuine aim of life.”81 The Cen-
tral Eu ro pe an dissidents provided an identity conceptualization opposed 
both to the manipulative inclusion of “really existing socialism” and to 
the “chiliastic trope of the New Man” at the core of Leninism.82 More-
over, in post- Communism, the legacy of their writings provided a durable 
check on “pseudo- chiliastic” fantasies of salvation, based upon the ex-
clusion and marginalization of the very category of otherness; it pro-
vided a safety- net against such destructive and stigmatizing collective 
vanities. It was a critique of those “cows that proclaimed themselves for 
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de cades as holy,” thus rejecting “any divine principles” buttressing their 
sacredness.83

Havel emphasized one fundamental aspect of this notion of individ-
uality: “[The notion of human responsibility] has begun to appear as 
the fundamental point from which all identity grows and by which it 
stands or falls; it is the foundation, the root, the center of gravity, the 
constructional principle or axis of identity, something like the ‘idea’ that 
determines its degree and type. It is the mortar binding it together, and 
when the mortar dies out, identity too begins irreversibly to crumble and 
fall apart.”84 He proposed an “existential revolution” that aimed to “ex-
pose the totalitarian colonization of post- traditional identity at the level 
of its very formation.” It was based upon a vertical interpretation of iden-
tity, which was shaped ethically, “constituted in responsibility to the 
other.” This vertical ethics, inspired by French phi los o pher Emanuel Levi-
nas, was, according to Martin Matustik, “suspicious towards totalitarian 
ambitions of ecological freedom; towards historical projection of the ego 
on revolutionary identity; towards conservative nostalgia for the ego of 
the nation, party, totem, or the church.”85 The revolt of the powerless did 
not have an explicit po liti cal dimension. The politics of antipolitics con-
sisted of a discreet, unobtrusive, almost Mozartian attempt to restore the 
dignity of the individual. It confronted totality from within, preparing the 
ground for the actual revolution: “Given the complex system of manipu-
lation on which the post- totalitarian system is founded and on which it is 
also dependent, every free human act or expression, every attempt to live 
within the truth, must necessarily appear as a threat to the system and, 
thus, as something which is po liti cal by excellence.”86 This ethical insur-
rection took place “in the real sphere of potential politics in the post- 
totalitarian system,” outside the perverse and perverting circle of power. 
The touchstone of a countersociety was the individual’s decision to 
proclaim his or her inner in de pen dence. Commitment to those “eternal 
values” derided and subverted by Communist (or Fascist) ideocratic 
dictatorships did become the main strategy for reasserting freedom as a 
constitutive human and social possibility.

Ultimately, the crucial problem with the projects of the New Man 
and of Marxian freedom and with post- Communist fantasies of salvation 
“was not that they  were centered on Faith, but that they  were centered on 
Faith pretending to be knowledge.”87 In the light of the analysis of 
Havel’s “existential revolution,” Marxism (- Leninism) and post- 1989 po-
liti cal mythologies share the quality of “moral blindness” (S. Lukes). They 
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promised to free humankind from specifi c conditions of morality: from 
scarcity, from the selfi shness or partiality of confl icting individuals and 
groups, from nonconvergent and incompatible values, and from the an-
archy and opacity of a world not subject to collective human control. In 
pursuing the accomplishment of their promises, they discarded the al-
ready existent principles that protect human beings from one another.88 
Any source of failure was externalized, responsibility existing only at an 
intergroup level, as the ur- community (e.g., proletariat or nation) pur-
sued its historical mission in counterdistinction to the other- categories 
(e.g. bourgeoisie, peasantry, Jews, enemy- nation).

Václav Havel and other Eastern Eu ro pe an dissidents proposed an 
alternative in his project of “moral politics,” which would “teach both 
ourselves and others that politics does not have to be the art of the pos-
sible, especially if this means the art of speculating, calculating, intrigues, 
secret agreements, and pragmatic maneuvering, but it can also be the art 
of the impossible, that is the art of making ourselves and the world bet-
ter.”89 The demise of Leninism made it possible to change all the estab-
lished po liti cal paradigms. Nevertheless, the legacy of the twentieth cen-
tury into the twenty- fi rst is the imprint of the totalitarian ethos lurking 
under the surface of our daily interactions. I am referring to the symp-
toms of ur- Leninism or ur- Fascism. They are two sides of the same coin: 
the temptation of palingenesis and that of the chosen agent of history 
(i.e., the search a new proletariat or the return to the perfect ethnic com-
munity).90 The specifi c nature of these specters should reinforce our 
agreement on the centrality of Havel’s quest: how to exit the castle? His 
answer is as simple as it is diffi cult to enact: by regaining the authentic-
ity of human existence. Following Patocka, Havel considered that living 
in truth was premised on the care of the soul, which in its turn gave the 
latter a clear sense of order, self- consistency, and inner beauty.91

The transition from state socialism took place against the back-
ground of a universal disparagement of conventional po liti cal dichoto-
mies, including a widespread crisis of self- confi dence on the part of 
Western liberalism. In my view, the main ideological successor to Lenin-
ism and the principal rival to liberalism was ethnocentric nationalism. 
One could argue that, taking into account most of the twentieth- century 
tradition of conceptualizing power in Eastern Eu rope, the ideal of insti-
tuting a society on the basis of procedural norms and against a neutral 
backdrop of minimal rights and duties had little chance to materialize. 
On the contrary, a “thick” notion of citizenship based on ideals that 
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require allegiance to the community because of a presupposed “pre- 
political commonness of its members” seemed more likely to take shape.92 
In the struggle between gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, the former had a 
considerable head start. After two de cades of post- Communism, in what 
concerns the dominant visions of membership and identity in Eastern 
Eu rope, the results are mixed.

No po liti cal myth in the twentieth century has proved more resilient, 
protean, and enduring than nationalism. A comprehensive and poten-
tially aggressive constellation of symbols, emotions, and ideas, nation-
alism also offers a redemptive language of liberation for long- subjugated 
or humiliated groups. It would therefore be simply misleading to reduce 
nationalism to one ready- made interpretation. Conductor Leonard Bern-
stein used to say that what ever statement one makes about Gustav 
Mahler’s music, the opposite is equally true. This is also the case with 
nationalism. It is often described as archaic, antimodern, traditionalist, in 
short reactionary. Other interpretations see it as a driving force of mod-
ernizing liberation, an ideology of collective emancipation, and a source 
of human dignity and pride. Overall, it can be said that nationalism “of-
fers a kind of collective salvation drama derived from religious models 
and traditions, but given a new activist social and po liti cal form through 
po liti cal action, mobilization, and institutions.”93 What ever one thinks of 
it, its ubiquitous presence at the end of the last century and the beginning 
of the new one is beyond any doubt. The problem, therefore, is to fi nd 
ways to reconcile it with the demo cratic agenda. Once the nation be-
comes the master symbol of identitarian narratives, structures of power 
and regimes of knowledge are determined by who defi nes and how are 
defi ned the communalities perceived to represent the bedrock of that par-
tic u lar community of people. In other words, how can one tame that vio-
lent propensity which a Georgian po liti cal phi los o pher aptly called “the 
illiberal fl esh of ethnicity”?94

The return of ethnocentric politics, especially during the 1990s, the 
agonizing search for roots, and the obsession with identity  were major 
trends of the turn of the twenty- fi rst century in Eastern Eu rope. They 
often collided with the inclusive, civic values advocated by former dis-
sidents such Havel or Michnik. The post- Communist fi rst wave of pri-
mordial passions and the appeals of the new exclusionary discourses 
remind us that neither the premises nor the outcomes of modernity 
have been universally accepted. As tragically demonstrated in the for-
mer Yugo slavia, the revival of this specifi c form of politics can prove 
noxious to civic- liberal development in the post- communist societies. In 

 



Lessons from Eastern Eu rope  |  187

most of East and Central Eu rope ethno- nationalism has fundamentally 
altered the left- right ideological spectrum.

Usually, it was intellectuals who manufactured discourses that justi-
fi ed nationalist identifi cations and projections, then the mobilized 
masses gave these discourses the validation of practical realities. This is, 
to employ for a moment Pierre Bourdieu’s terminology, a pro cess of the 
naturalization of a nation- centered habitus, meaning a “system of 
 durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures, that is as principles which generate 
and or ga nize practices and repre sen ta tion.” This way, nationalism, un-
derstood as both structures of power and a regime of knowledge, is 
transformed into self- reproducing and self- referential reality. National-
ism becomes the “the obvious way of doing and thinking about things.”95 
The community ordered in such fashion will not only be “known and 
imagined; it will also be deeply felt and acted out.”96 While in the 1960s 
nationalism appeared at least in the West as an extinct myth, the end of 
Communism and the new era of international ethnic confl ict that fol-
lowed the Cold War have made nationalism the main competitor to lib-
eralism and civil society. Its most important strength comes precisely 
from its ability to compensate for the loss of certainties and to offer im-
mediate explanations for failure, confusion, and discomfi ture. National-
ism caters to painful collective anxieties, alleviates angst, and reduces the 
individual to the lowest common denominator: the simple fact of ethnic 
belonging. At its core lies a revivalist myth (or, to use Roger Griffi n’s 
term, a palinge ne tic one). As many scholars have shown, such a myth is 
“an archetype of human mythopoeia which can express itself in both 
secular and religious forms without being ‘derived’ from any par tic u lar 
source or tradition.” Its most important function is to provide the groups 
employing it in cultural and po liti cal practice with new sources of mean-
ing and social function. The main danger inherent to its activation is that 
it can bring forth an “organically conceived nation to be cleansed of de-
cadence and comprehensively renewed.”97

Specters of Nationalism

Romanian exiled writer Norman Manea, who survived the Holocaust 
as a teenager only to be later persecuted because of his Jewishness and 
nonconformist ideas under the Ceausescu regime, gave a powerful de-
scription of this ethnocentric temptation as the main rival to the civic 
vision of the community associated with modernity and liberalism:
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The increased nationalism all around the world, the dangerous confl icts 
among minorities in Eastern Eu rope, and the growing xenophobia in West-
ern Eu rope emphasize again one of the main contradictions of our time, be-
tween centrifugal, cosmopolitan modernity and the centripetal need (or at 
least nostalgia) for belonging. . . .  The modern world faces its solitude and 
its responsibilities without the artifi ce of a protective de pen den cy or a fi ctive 
utopian coherence. Fundamentalist and separatist movements of all kinds, 
the return of a tribal mentality in so many human communities, are expres-
sions of the need to reestablish a well- ordered cohesion which would protect 
the enclave against the assault of the unknown, of diversity, heterogeneity, 
and alienation.98

Ethnic nationalism appeals more often than not to primary instincts of 
unity and identifi cation with one’s own group: foreigners are often seen 
as vicious destabilizers, dishonest breakers of traditions, and agents of 
dissolution. Nationalism, indeed, sanctifi es tradition, once described by 
Gilbert K. Chesterton as the “right to vote granted to the dead people.” 
Especially in times of social frustration, foreigners tend to be demon-
ized and scapegoated. A Ukrainian nationalist, for instance, would see 
Rus sians (or Jews) as forever conspiring to undermine Ukraine’s in de-
pen dence and prosperity. A Romanian would regard members of the 
Hungarian minority as belonging to a unifi ed body perpetually involved 
in subversive and irredentist activities. A Croatian militant nationalist 
would never trust Serbs, while Serbian ethnic fundamentalists would 
invoke Croatia’s alliance with Nazi Germany as an argument against 
trust and ethnic coexistence. Estonian, Latvian, or Lithuanian national-
isms are colored by the memory of the Soviet (and previously Rus sian) 
occupations of the Baltic states. National discourses not only preserve a 
sense of ethnic identity but also continuously “reinvent the tradition” 
(Hobsbawm), regenerate historical mythology, infuse an infrarational, 
transcendental content into the sense of national identity. During im-
perial collapse, nationalism becomes an ideological balm used to calm 
sentiments of despondency and rage.

With its shattered identities and wavering loyalties, the post- 
Communist world allowed delusional xenophobic fantasies to thrive and 
capture the imagination of millions of disaffected individuals. National 
homogenization became the battle cry of po liti cal elites, for whom unity 
and cohesion  were the ultimate values. The Leninist exclusionary logic 
(“us” versus “them”) has been replaced by the nationalist vision, which 
sanctifi es the ethnic in- group and demonizes “aliens.” Those who criticize 
this trend are immediately stigmatized as a “fi fth column” made up of 
“inside enemies.” For the late Croatian president, Franjo Tudjman, for 
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instance, it was only the intellectuals supportive of the “national spirit 
and self- determination” who deserved the name of intelligentsia. All 
others, he maintained,  were just Pharisees.99 The continuous invention 
of enemies and hatreds aggravates the climate of insecurity and makes 
many honest individuals despair about the future of their societies.

In this context, it is no surprise that post- Communism was, and still 
is, defi ned by a lasting tension between national(ist) consciousness and 
the emphasis on “post- conventional identities” (Habermas), continuing 
the project of universalization of rights that was unleashed in the eigh-
teenth century.100 There is still a scarcity of “social glue,” because existing 
po liti cal formations have failed to foster the consensus needed for the 
sustenance of a constitutional patriotism (Verfassungpatriotismus).101 
Contemporary ethnic nationalism is less a resurrection of the pre- 
Communist politics of intolerance than an avatar of the Leninist effort 
to construct the perfectly unifi ed body politic. To be sure, the past is often 
used to justify the resentful fantasies of nationalist demagogues. This “re-
turn of history” is, however, more of an ideological reconstruction meant 
to respond to present- day grievances than a seemingly primordial destiny 
of nations destined to continuously fi ght with and fear each other.102 The 
strange synthesis of national ambition and ideological monism explains 
the intensity of nationalist passions in the post- Communist world: ethnic 
exclusiveness is a continuation of the Leninist hubris, of its adversity to 
anything smacking of difference, uniqueness, or otherness. Antiliberal-
ism, collectivism, and staunch anti- intellectualism blend together in the 
new discourses of national self- aggrandizement.

Nevertheless, the Eu ro pe anization of Eastern Eu rope, without being 
the illusory end of politics, can be envisioned as the fi rst clear break 
with the last century’s dreadful cycle of ideology and utopia in this re-
gion. Indeed, a substantive democracy, which takes truth and emancipa-
tion as its core values, can also be defi ned as post- democracy: “By post- 
democracy I mean nothing more, and nothing other, than a democracy 
that has once again been given human content, which is to say that it is 
not just formal, not just institutional, not just an elegant mechanism to 
ensure that although the same people govern, it appears as though the 
citizens are themselves choosing them again.”103 The pedagogical dicta-
torship of Marxism turned out to be a false solution to the dilemmas of 
Enlightenment and modernity, with catastrophic consequences. French 
Marxist structuralist thinker Louis Althusser once wrote that Marx-
ism was not a form of humanism because, in his view, dialectic mate-
rialism had overcome abstract- anthropocentric conceptualizations. It 
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was situated beyond the pale of empirical altruism, for it sought the 
fundamental laws and constants of development. We can detect  here a 
secret connection between the sophisticated syllogism of the Althusse-
rian school and the conservative imperatives of neo- Stalinist dogma-
tism: humanism was merely a pellicle, a treacherous surface hiding the 
real ideological priorities. Therefore humanism was to be always con-
crete, to serve the interests of the revolution. Havel’s answer to such 
fantasies of revolutionary praxis, and the essential lesson of the 1989 
revolutions, is self- empowerment through citizenship. Thus the subtitle 
of the Power of the Powerless is “citizens against the state.”

Dissidents and critical intellectuals successfully created a horizon of 
expectation that had not existed in Eastern Eu rope since the Prague 
Spring. It is not surprising that John Paul II played a crucial role in ar-
ticulating this new grammar of opposition to Communism by defi ning 
human solidarity and liberty as non- negotiable values. Signifi cantly 
(and electrifyingly), one of the pope’s most infl uential encyclicals was 
titled “The Splendor of Truth.” Historian Stephen Kotkin provided a tell-
ing quotation for this state of things: the pope’s message was “the invio-
lable right, in God’s and man’s order of things, for human beings to live 
in freedom and dignity.”104 Civil society was the territory of retrieved 
human autonomy that escaped and countered the grip of Communist 
partocracy (the “uncivil society,” as Kotkin puts it). The discourse of 
truth and rights did indeed have revolutionary power. It struck at the 
heart of the po liti cal system itself, for, as Kołakowski once put it, “the lie 
is the immortal soul of communism.” In challenging it, while simultane-
ously avoiding conventional ideological dichotomies, the activists of this 
civil society exploded long- held myths of fatality, futility, impotence, res-
ignation, abandonment, and conformity.

The  whole philosophy of dissent was predicated on a strategy of long 
“penetration” of the existing system, leading to the gradual recovery and 
restoration of the public sphere (the in de pen dent life of society) as an al-
ternative to the all- embracing presence of the ideological party- state. The 
primacy of the Communist party- states was rejected, for, according to 
dissident thought, there was “something unconditional that is higher 
than they are, something that is binding even on them, sacred, invio-
lable.”105 This was the individual with his and her rights, dignity, and 
freedom. Accordingly, the successful reconstruction of the life of a nation 
from the tragedy and destruction caused by a criminal regime depends 
upon the capability of a society to build upon foundations of trust be-
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tween freed individuals. Both utopian absolutism and postmodern rela-
tivism  were rejected through each individual’s possession of doubt by 
means of knowledge and moral action. The best deterrent for the treach-
erousness of history remained the permanent reminder of its murderous 
embodiments. Or, to evoke Rus sian dissident Vladimir Bukovsky’s la-
ment on Communism’s totalitarian temptation: “Ah, our beloved Ilich, 
how many people he has lured into darkness, how many supplied with 
justifi cation for their crimes! But to me he brought light.” Indeed, for 
Bukovsky, after reading The Gulag Archipelago, learning about and 
 experiencing fi rsthand the criminality of Soviet regime, Lenin’s works 
transformed into “a living history of the crimes of the Bolsheviks.”106

Communism was indeed a fantastic scenario of human self- 
aggrandizement, an exercise in unbounded magic and self- delusion, 
an attempt to escape from the constraints of alleged bourgeois petti-
ness and an offer for millions to vicariously live in “another country.” 
If one maintains a number of ethical criteria in interpreting the main 
traumatic experiences of the last century, it is hard not to agree with 
Anne Applebaum:

Now, at the end of the twentieth century, it fi nally makes sense to look back 
at the evolution of communism as a single phenomenon. While we have not 
perhaps reached the end of the end of the history of communism, the story 
already has a clear beginning and a clear middle: it is now possible to trace 
the direct lines of infl uence, ideological and fi nancial, from Lenin to Stalin to 
Mao to Ho Chih Minh to Pol Pot, from Castro to the MPLA in Angola. It is 
also possible to trace the links between their remarkably similar systems of 
repression. . . .  Communism now looks bad enough by itself.107

Undoubtedly, for long de cades Karl Marx’s ideas  were distorted almost 
beyond recognition. But it is impossible to completely separate the Bol-
shevik praxis from these ideas. There is a temptation to present the 
Soviet experiment as an aberration in the history of the revolutionary, 
socialist left, and to exempt the basic Marxist schema from any culpa-
bility for this experiment. Those so tempted (from French Socialist 
politician Jacques Attali to infl uential American historian Geoff Eley) 
often invoke the role of modern social demo cratic movements and 
parties in advancing the causes of both po liti cal democracy and social 
justice. Yet the undeniably profound achievements of social democ-
racy in the West have more to do with the legacies of Ferdinand 
Lassalle and Eduard Bernstein, Léon Blum and Willy Brandt, Olaf Palme 
and Michael Harrington— all committed democrats— than with the 
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revolutionary chiliasm and dialectical critique of law and morality 
that are deeply rooted within Marxism and can be found in the Com-
munist Manifesto.

Marxism failed in the twentieth century because it underestimated 
the existential quandaries of human existence, the needs of many for 
deep spiritual or cultural sources of meaning, and thus the profound 
importance of the human right to privacy. It aimed to create a perfect 
society whose materialization in the Communist experiments, from 
Moscow to Phnom Penh, came closer to Kafka’s penal colony than to 
the paradisiacal visions of traditional utopians.108 The myth of a singu-
lar world proletarian revolution has long since been dispelled. It was 
not this myth, however, that made Communism such a poignantly se-
ductive ideology. More important was the promise of universal trans-
formation, the promise that this miserable Vale of Tears will be replaced 
by an Arcadian world in which all individuals will be happy and free.

From the Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach to the last line of the Mani-
festo, Marx issued a per sis tent call to mobilize understanding and har-
ness the forces of modernity, all in the name of a radical transformation 
of the world, a reconciliation of man with nature and history. Such a 
totalizing vision no doubt possesses great intellectual and moral appeal. 
But if we have learned anything from the past century, it is that the do-
main of morality and politics is a domain of fi nitude, difference, and 
limit. The riddles of history have no fi nal solutions worth seeking. Like 
Germans after Hitler, like Italians after Mussolini, like Chileans after 
Pinochet, East Eu ro pe ans have engaged in efforts to reckon with a trau-
matic past. This necessarily involves analyses of the ideological blue-
prints that galvanized murderous po liti cal passions, catalyzed mass re-
sentment, and or ga nized nihilistic social energies in disastrous forms of 
social engineering.109 When living for almost a century in the company 
of the Dev il, one cannot anymore fi nd refuge in angelic reverence. The 
reconciliation and healing of a nation besmirched by the bloody mire of 
evil depend on the recognition and non- negotiability of human dignity 
as a primordial moral truth of the new society.
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chapter 6

Malaise and Resentment
Threats to Democracy in Post- Communist Societies

Societies produce ste reo types (which are the height of 
artifi ce), and then consume them as commonplace (which is 
the height of naturalness). That is how bad faith can pass for 
good conscience.

—Eugen Weber, My France

. . .  shared hatreds make for strange bedfellowships.

—Albert Hirschman, The Rhetoric of Reaction

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood- dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.

—W. B. Yeats, The Second Coming

The over two de cades that have passed since the collapse of Communist 
regimes in Central and Eastern Eu rope have proved that more than one 
possible future could be reasonably canvassed for the region. Even 
when many hastened to predict the worst, the likelihood of nightmarish 
scenarios, pace Jan Urban or G. M. Tamás, was somewhat dubious.1 Bel-
lum omnium contra omnes, a state of wild and protracted anarchy, and 
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the loss of recently acquired civic rights in favor of Stalino- Fascist simu-
lations of cohesion and collective will are not in the offi ng in most post- 
Leninist states. The Milosevic- style expansionist chauvinism has not 
been emulated outside the borders of the former Yugo slavia, although 
similar outbursts of hatred and intolerance have accompanied the break-
down of the Soviet  Union, especially in the Caucasus. Human rights 
have been trampled in Belarus under the plebiscitary regime headed by 
Alexander Lukashenko, but this remains rather an exceptional case 
among Eu ro pe an post- Communist states. Pluralism seems to have set-
tled solidly, and demo cratic procedures are now widely recognized, ac-
cepted, and practiced. The general landscape after Communism’s de-
mise, however, is one of disenchantment, dispirited po liti cal cultures, the 
rise of new collectivisms, marginalization of former heroes, and the re-
turn of the former Communists. Adam Michnik’s term for this trend was 
“the velvet restoration.”2 I proposed the “velvet counterrevolution” to 
indicate the direction of this phenomenon, especially its strong anti- 
intellectual and illiberal tendencies.3 The conservative- populist turn in 
Hungarian politics under Prime Minister Viktor Orbán after 2009 has 
resulted in bitter controversies regarding perceived limitations to free-
dom of the press and ethnocentric approaches to the nature of national 
identity.

Central and Eastern Eu ro pe an societies have evolved from authori-
tarian, extremely centralized, and bureaucratic Leninist regimes toward 
demo cratic forms of po liti cal and economic or ga ni za tion.4 To focus 
exclusively on their diffi culties during the transition period is to miss 
the drama of social and po liti cal experimentation in that region. More 
than twenty years after 1989, what remains at stake is the validity of the 
liberal demo cratic paradigm in traditionally authoritarian societies 
(“What can they look back to?” historian Tony Judt once asked, cor-
rectly). In other words, it is important to identify the building blocks on 
which open societies can be established in order to function properly. We 
must assess the trajectory of the great transformations unleashed by the 
extraordinary events of 1989: Are the newly awakened societies propi-
tious to pluralism, or does the upper hand belong to illiberal, antimod-
ern forces? In 2002, Judt stated that, in the context of the Eu ro pe an 
 Union accession, for purposes of Eu ro pe an moral reconstruction, “the 
crucial reference point for Eu rope now will be the years immediately 
preceding the events of 1989.”5 As we celebrated the twentieth anniver-
sary of that year’s revolutions, we have the possibility of contemplating 
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the fi rst two post- Communist de cades’ illusions, expectations, and bal-
ance sheet and of speculating on the years to come.

Annus mirabilis 1989

The revolutions of 1989  were, no matter how one judges them, truly 
world- historical events, in the Hegelian sense: they established a histori-
cal cleavage (only to some extent conventional) between the world be-
fore and after 1989.6 The Leninist systems  were terminally sick, and the 
disease affected fi rst and foremost their capacity for self- regeneration. 
After de cades of toying with the idea of intrasystemic reforms, it had 
become clear that Communism did not have resources for readjustment 
and that the solution lay not within but outside, even against, the exist-
ing order.7 The demise (implosion) of the Soviet  Union, consummated 
before the incredulous eyes of the world in December 1991, was di-
rectly and intimately related to the earlier dissolution of the East Eu ro-
pe an “outer empire,” provoked by the revolutions of 1989. It is now 
obvious that the historical cycle inaugurated by World War I, the Bol-
shevik seizure of power in Rus sia in October 1917, and the long Eu ro-
pe an ideological warfare (or rather global civil war) that followed had 
come to an end.8

The road to 1989– 91 was prepared by the less visible, often mar-
ginal, but in the long run critically signifi cant workings of what we now 
call civil society (including Solidarity in Poland, Charter 77 in Czech o-
slo vak i a, unoffi cial peace, environmental, and human rights groups in 
the GDR, Demo cratic Opposition in Hungary).9 In examining the 
wreckage of Leninism, we should thus avoid any one- dimensional, 
monistic approach. There is no single factor that explains the collapse: 
economics as much as politics and culture as much as insoluble social 
tensions converged in making these regimes irretrievably obsolete. But 
these  were not autocracies: they derived their only claim to legitimacy 
from the Marxist- Leninist “holy writ,” and once this ideological aura 
ceased to function, the  whole edifi ce started to falter.10 They  were, to 
use sociologist Daniel Chirot’s apt term, “tyrannies of certitude,” and it 
was precisely the gradual loss of ideological commitment among the 
ruling elites, once a truly messianic ardor, that accelerated the inner 
disintegration of Leninist regimes.11 By 1989, three central myths of 
Leninism had collapsed: its infallibility, its invincibility, and its 
irreversibility.
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Under the circumstances, any analysis of the year 1989 should be 
framed by two crucial theoretical hypotheses. The fi rst, which consti-
tutes the core of Stephen Kotkin’s argument in the much discussed vol-
ume The Uncivil Society, is that by 1980s, the po liti cal elites of the Com-
munist states  were in disarray, experiencing loss of self- confi dence, 
rampant cynicism, and ideological decay. Eastern Eu rope was ruled by 
uncivil societies (Communist bureaucratic castes) beset with insecurity, 
anxiety, despondency, and demoralization. They had lost their self- 
confi dence and  were looking for alternative sources of legitimization. 
However, I would like to point to a second dimension that enabled the 
watershed of 1989. Communism in the region underwent the exhaustion 
of the utopian impulse. To use Ken Jowitt’s formulation, the charismatic 
impersonalism of Leninist parties fell into disrepute. In spite of Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s endless injunctions of “revisionist” ideological zeal, late so-
cialism failed to reinvent the heroic mission of its central agent of prog-
ress in history: the Communist Party.

To return to Kotkin, I would contend that indeed “the collapse of 
Communism was a collapse of establishments”12 Nevertheless, when 
talking about the establishment one should also understand the essential 
myth of a charismatic party mobilizing a revolutionary movement to 
radically transform society for the achievement of socialism. By 1989, 
across East- Central Eu rope one found a complex picture of waning faith 
in utopia (though by no means extinct—e.g., Nicolae Ceausescu died sing-
ing the International) combined with routinization engineered by prag-
matic elites (think of leaders such as Károly Grósz in Hungary, Mieczysław 
Rakowski in Poland, Petar Mladenov in Bulgaria, or Hans Modrow in 
the GDR). All Communist regimes seemed to undergo a pro cess of in-
defi nite corrosion. But once a new type of leadership emerged at the 
Moscow center, one that gradually grew disenchanted with the radically 
transformative logic of the Soviet past, systemic collapse accelerated at a 
formidable pace. Tony Judt cogently pointed out that “Lenin’s distinctive 
contribution to Eu ro pe an history had been to kidnap the centrifugal po-
liti cal heritage of Eu ro pe an radicalism and channel it into power through 
an innovative system of monopolized control: unhesitatingly gathered 
and forcefully retained in one place.”13 When the infl uence of this heri-
tage in the arithmetic of power within the Soviet bloc waned, erosion 
gave way to the crumbling of apparently unshakable establishments.

Precisely because they ended an historical cycle and ushered in a 
new one, the importance of these revolutions cannot be overestimated: 
they represent the triumph of civic dignity and po liti cal morality over 
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ideological monism, bureaucratic cynicism, and policed dictatorship.14 
Rooted in an individualistic concept of freedom, programmatically skep-
tical of all ideological blueprints for social engineering, these revolutions 
 were, at least in their fi rst stage, liberal and nonutopian.15 Unlike tradi-
tional revolutions, they did not originate in a millenialist vision of the 
perfect society, and they rejected the role of any self- appointed vanguard 
in directing the activities of the masses. They spoke a new po liti cal ver-
nacular: “the ‘rights talk’ as a way of thinking about politics.”16 More-
over, no po liti cal party directed their spontaneous momentum, and in 
their early stages they even insisted on the need to create new po liti cal 
forms, different from ideologically defi ned, traditional party differentia-
tions. At the same time, as one observer of the events between 1989 and 
1991 remarked, “Dissidents did not take up their cudgels against former 
revolutionaries or their organizations like the CPSU— they demanded an 
end to the state of revolution.”17

Hopes and Disappointments

The fact that the aftermath of these revolutions has been plagued by 
ethnic rivalries, unsavory po liti cal bickering, rampant po liti cal and eco-
nomic corruption, and the rise of illiberal parties and movements, in-
cluding strong authoritarian, collectivistic trends, does not diminish 
their generous message and colossal impact. And, it should be noted, it 
was precisely in the countries where the revolutions did not occur (Yugo-
slavia) or  were derailed (Romania) that the exit from state socialism 
was particularly problematic. The revolutions of 1989 did indeed cre-
ate a fundamentally new and dangerous situation in which the absence 
of norms and predictable rational behavior on the part of the actors 
created the potential for global chaos. This observation was made not to 
deplore the end of the pre- 1989 arrangements, but simply to point to the 
fact that this threshold year and the end of Leninism placed all of us in a 
radically novel situation. Understanding the revolutions of 1989 helps 
us grasp the meaning of the ongoing debates about liberalism, socialism, 
nationalism, civic society, and the very notion of human freedom at the 
end of a most atrocious century.18

These facts should be kept in mind especially when writers question 
the success of these revolutions by referring exclusively to their ambigu-
ous legacies. The “reactionary rhetoric” brilliantly examined by Albert 
Hirschman uses arguments of futility, jeopardy, and perversity to dele-
gitimize change per se or make it look impossible or undesirable.19 This 

 



198  |  Democracy in Post- Communist Societies

line of reasoning, often encountered in the more sophisticated approaches, 
argues along the following logic: the postrevolutionary environment 
has unleashed long- dormant ugly features of national po liti cal cultures, 
including chauvinism, racism, residual Fascism, ethno- clerical fundamen-
talism, and militarism, and it is therefore more dangerous than the status 
quo ante; or, nothing really changed and the power- holders (party- state 
bureaucrats) have remained the same, simply affi xing to themselves new 
masks; or, no matter what the women and men of the revolutions of 
1989 had hoped, the results of their endeavors have been extremely dis-
appointing, allowing po liti cal scoundrels, crooks, and demagogues to use 
the new opportunities to establish their domination. If there is a main 
moral of the great revolutionary drama that unfolded in Eastern Eu rope 
in 1989, it is that history is never a one- way avenue, and that the future 
is always pregnant with more than one alternative. In other words, there 
is no ironclad determinism governing mankind’s history. Indeed, as Jef-
frey Isaac argues, the revolutions of 1989 had not only more than one 
cause but also more than one meaning, and they proposed a challenging 
agenda not only for the post- Communist societies but for Western de-
mocracies as well.20 Moreover, we should focus on their pluralist heritage 
and enduring impact on both Eastern Eu rope and the world. Isaac 
warned that the “we” who celebrate the “velvet revolutions” of 1989 
ought to do so with circumspection and with a sense of self- limitation 
because of the complexities behind the “normality” of post- Communist 
societies.21

The meaning of those events, the role of dissidents (critical, unregi-
mented intellectuals) in the resurrection of long- paralyzed civic societ-
ies, the overall crisis of those regimes, and the decline of the Communist 
Parties’ hegemony have generated an enormous interpretative literature. 
The initial temptation was to acclaim the role of dissidents in the break-
down of Soviet- style regimes and the rise of civic initiatives from be-
low.22 The dissident as a hero turned out to be a po liti cal myth in Cen-
tral and Eastern Eu rope, but the myth raised these societies to a higher 
level of moral self- awareness. In my view, it is less relevant how large or 
numerous a dissident group or movement was. I remember an interven-
tion by the former dissident and human rights activist, the late Mihai 
Botez, at a roundtable or ga nized by Freedom  House in 1988, in which 
he insisted that the defi cit of visibility does not necessarily mean the ab-
sence of civil society, even in a country like Romania under Ceausescu. 
There  were many informal networks of communication between Roma-
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nian intellectuals. The November 1987 anti- Communist Bratov work-
ers’ protest movement was also an expression of deep- seated social un-
rest. In an insightful review of the historiography of the revolutions of 
1989, Barbara Falk insisted that “there is no clear- cut line between re sis-
tance and dissent— it is more of a continuum or full spectrum.” The na-
ture, impact, and role of this continuum of re sis tance in the demise of 
Communist regimes await more in- depth research and analysis. I con-
sider her characterization of this spectrum a telling starting point:

At the pole of “re sis tance” lie activities such as absenteeism, alcoholism or 
drug abuse, and the preference for personal travel and sporting activities 
rather than trade- union- or workplace- sponsored events. Closer to the middle 
would be private or family discussions on alternative historiography, listen-
ing to a banned radio broadcast, writing an essay “for the drawer,” publicly 
telling jokes, or reading samizdat. Closer to the middle on the other side, 
toward the pole of dissent, would be activities taken in support or in the 
“gray zone”— agreeing with a petition, participating in a pilgrimage per-
haps, or discussing with friends a par tic u lar broadcast or spreading news 
obtained there. Finally, at the “dissent” end of the continuum is the produc-
tion and distribution of samizdat, public protest, active involvement in in de-
pen dent groups outside the control of the party- state—all of which risked 
regime persecution and/or imprisonment. One could also further differen-
tiate between individual moral re sis tance or or ga nized opposition— 
particularly by the late 1980s or in states such as Poland where the opposi-
tion was extremely well or ga nized, expansive, and multidimensional.23

We must also not overlook that what mattered  were the perceptions of 
the dissidents’ role among the elites (i.e., the so- called intelligentsia) and 
within sectors of the population, in the grey area (bystanders). It was no 
coincidence that as soon as the Ceausescu regime fell apart in Romania, 
the new ruling group, the leaders of the National Salvation Front, made 
sure to convey the message to the population that its ruling council had 
incorporated the few dissident intellectuals in the country known to the 
people via the Radio Free Eu rope broadcasts. Dissidents could legitimize 
post- 1989 rule; their presence and ideas gave the events signifi cance. It 
was meaningful not only that Communism collapsed or that the elite 
imploded, but also how the story unfolded and which ideas and prin-
ciples fi lled in the void after its demise. For example, in the Soviet  Union, 
Ludmila Alexeyeva, a founding member of the Moscow Helsinki Group, 
declared at the height of perestroika that “we take no offence at Gor-
bachev and his associates for not citing us as sources. We are happy that 
our ideas have acquired a new life.” After the failed coup d’état of 
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 August 1991, one of its most ardent supporters, the nationalist writer 
Aleksandr Prokhanov, bitterly stated that “the conception of Elena Bon-
ner has won.”24

The revolutions of 1989  were fi rst and foremost revolutions of the 
mind, and critical intellectuals played the role of “revolutionary sub-
jects.” Euphoric accounts of the revolutionary wave, often compared to 
the 1848 Spring of the Nations, abounded, and Timothy Garton Ash 
offered some of the most eloquent articles along this line in his gripping 
contributions to the New York Review of Books, later collected in the 
volume The Magic Lantern.25 Whether the term revolutions is the most 
appropriate to describe these changes is of course an open question. 
What is beyond dispute is the world- historical impact of the transfor-
mations inaugurated by the events of 1989 and the inauguration of a 
new vision of the po liti cal. In the twentieth century, many intellectuals 
engaged in a frantic search for utopia and frequently participated in the 
legitimation of ideology- driven despotisms: “It was thus altogether ap-
propriate that it was the disaffection of Eu rope’s intellectuals from the 
grand narrative of progress that triggered the ensuing avalanche.”26 Ac-
cording to Garton Ash,

The year 1989 left realities. Yet there was something new; there was a big new 
idea, and that was the revolution itself— the idea of the non- revolutionary 
revolution, the evolutionary revolution. The motto of 1989 could come from 
Lenin’s great critic Eduard Bernstein: “The goal is nothing, the movement is 
everything.” . . .  So this was a revolution that was not about the what but 
about the how. That par tic u lar motto of peaceful, sustained, marvelously in-
ventive, massive civil disobedience channeled into an oppositional elite that 
was itself prepared to negotiate and to compromise with the existing powers, 
the powers that  were (in short, the roundtable)— that was the historical nov-
elty of 1989. Where the guillotine is a symbol of 1789, the roundtable is a 
symbol of 1989.27

One needs to keep in mind that the critical intellectuals of Eastern Eu-
rope, the agents of civil society in 1970s and 1980s, did not wish to 
seize power. The essence of their actions and writings, and implicitly of 
their infl uence over the subjects of Communist rule, was their com-
mitment to the restoration of truth, civility, and morality in the public 
sphere, the rehabilitation of civic virtues, and the end of the totalitarian 
method of control, intimidation, and coercion. Stephen Kotkin accurately 
pointed out that the most vulnerable aspect of Communist systems was 
their endemic lying. In this context, I contend that the dissidents’ dis-
course of an active, self- conscious, empowered social body amounted to 
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a formidable challenge to the party’s Big Lie. The rehabilitation of no-
tions such as freedom, dignity, citizenship, sovereignty of the people, 
and pluralism provided a radical symbolic and practical- political chal-
lenge to the totalitarian world. Moreover, for the fi rst time in the his-
tory of Communism in the region, there appeared a group of thinkers 
who by action and word tried “to fi ll the anomic space between the indi-
vidual and the state.”28 In other words, a different future for societies 
under Communism could be glimpsed once intellectuals and sectors of 
the population  were no longer silent. Civil society did matter in the con-
text of 1989. Anne Applebaum stessed, in a review of Stephen Kotkin’s 
Uncivil Society, that alternative forms of or ga ni za tion “helped form the 
crowds and then helped the crowds create change (impelling Václav 
Havel to the presidency of the Czech Republic, for example). Maybe 
more importantly, they affected the midlevel bureaucrats, the people who 
had been following orders all along but, with the threat of a Soviet inva-
sion withdrawn, no longer wanted to do so. People like the policeman 
who spontaneously opened the barrier at the Berlin Wall, just to take one 
famous example,  were moved to switch sides by, yes, the civil society that 
had been growing around them.”29 Even if the civil society was not as 
coherent, numerous, infl uential, or visible as the uncivil one, it provided a 
mobilization ideal in an environment dominated by coercion, cynicism, 
and paralysis. I would go as far as to say that the importance of civil so-
ciety lay not particularly in its po liti cal weight, but in the fact that it be-
came almost a self- fulfi lling prophecy.

The dominant trend, however, was to regard the revolutions of 1989 
as part of the universal demo cratic wave: a confi rmation of the ultimate 
triumph of liberal demo cratic values over collectivist- Jacobin attempts 
to control human minds. It is thus clear that dissent was an expression 
not only of re sis tance to the dominant ideology of power, a repudiation 
of the power of ideology, but also an affi rmation of a po liti cal commu-
nity based on dialogue and open- mindedness: “Samizdat, and the cre-
ation of alternative cultures of re sis tance and dissent that  were made 
possible by it, can be understood as the result of long- range historical 
pro cesses and part and parcel of the trans- European project of moder-
nity. After all, free expression made possible the creation and nurturing 
of the very idea of ‘the public’ and ‘public opinion,’ as Jürgen Habermas 
reminds us in his early masterpiece, The Structural Transformation of 
the Public Sphere.”30 Earlier, similar interpretations of the 1989 up-
heaval inspired the refl ections on the future of liberal revolution by po-
liti cal phi los o pher Bruce Ackerman, for whom the dramatic changes in 
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East and Central Eu rope  were part of a global revival of liberalism. In 
other words, their success or failure would condition the future of liberal-
ism in the West as well, because we live in a world of po liti cal, economic, 
and cultural- symbolic interconnectedness and interdependence.31

After de cades of state aggression against the public sphere, these re-
volutions reinstituted the distinction between what belongs to the 
government and what is the territory of the individual. Emphasizing the 
importance of po liti cal and civic rights, they created space for the exer-
cise of liberal demo cratic values. In some countries these values have 
become the constitutional foundation on which the institutions of an 
open society can be safely built. In others, the reference to pluralism 
remained somewhat perfunctory. But even in the less successful cases of 
demo cratic transition (Western Balkans), the old order, based on suspi-
cion, fear, and mass hopelessness, is irrevocably defunct. In other words, 
while the ultimate result of these transitions is not clear, the revolutions 
have succeeded in their most important task: disbanding the Leninist 
regimes and permitting the citizens of these countries to fully engage in 
shaping their own destinies. In the end, “the return to Eu rope” heralded 
in 1989 stood for “normalcy and the modern way of life.” Echoing 
Judt, the vital step was made— Communism became the past.32

As I mentioned before, the crucial question to be addressed is:  Were 
the events of 1989 genuine revolutions? If the answer is positive, then 
how do we assess their novelty in contrast to other similar events (the 
French Revolution of 1789 or the Hungarian one in 1956)? If the an-
swer is negative (as some today like to argue), then it is legitimate to ask 
ourselves: What  were they? Simply mirages, results of obscure intrigues 
of the beleaguered bureaucracies that mesmerized the world but did not 
fundamentally change the rules of the game? These last words, the rules 
of the game, are crucial for interpreting what happened in 1989; focus-
ing on them, we can reach a positive assessment of those revolutions and 
their heritage. In my view, the upheaval in the East, and primarily in the 
Central Eu ro pe an core countries, represented a series of po liti cal revolu-
tions that led to the decisive and irreversible transformation of the exist-
ing order. Instead of autocratic, one- party systems, the revolutions cre-
ated emerging pluralist polities. They allowed the citizens of ideologically 
driven tyrannies (closed societies) to recover their main human and civic 
rights and to engage in the building of open societies.33 Historian Kon-
rad Jarausch argues that the emphasis on people power typical of these 
revolutions substantiated their novelty: their peaceful path toward re-
gime change against all odds.34 Moreover, instead of centrally planned 
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command economies, after 1989, all these societies have embarked on 
creating market economies. In these efforts to meet the triple challenge 
(creating po liti cal pluralism, a market economy, and a public sphere, i.e., 
a civil society) some succeeded better and faster than others. But it can-
not be denied that in all the countries that used to be referred to as the 
Soviet bloc, the once monolithic order was replaced by po liti cal and 
cultural diversity.35 While we still do not know whether all these societ-
ies have become properly functioning liberal democracies, it is neverthe-
less important to emphasize that in all of them, Leninist systems based on 
ideological uniformity, po liti cal coercion, dictatorship over human 
needs, and the suppression of civic rights have been dismantled.36

Politics and Morality

In a way, the revolutions of 1989  were an ironic vindication of Lenin’s 
famous defi nition of a revolutionary situation: those at the top cannot 
rule in the old ways, and those at the bottom do not want to accept these 
ways any more. They  were more than simple revolts because they at-
tacked the very foundations of the existing systems and proposed a com-
plete reor ga ni za tion of society. It is perhaps worth remembering that 
Communist Parties  were not in power as a result of legal rational proce-
dures. No free elections brought them to the ruling positions; rather they 
derived their spurious legitimacy from the ideological (and teleological) 
claim that they represented the “vanguard” of the working class, and 
consequently, they  were the carriers of a universal emancipatory mis-
sion.37 Once ideology ceased to be an inspiring force and infl uential 
members of the ruling parties, the offspring and benefi ciaries of the no-
menklatura system, lost their emotional commitment to the Marxist radi-
cal behest, the Leninist castles  were doomed to fall apart.  Here enters the 
what is often called the Gorbachev effect.38 It was indeed the interna-
tional climate generated by the shockwaves of the glasnost and pere-
stroika initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev after his election as general secre-
tary of the Communist Party of the Soviet  Union in March 1985 that 
allowed for an incredible amount of open dissent and po liti cal mobiliza-
tion in East and Central Eu rope. It was Gorbachev’s denunciation of the 
ideological perspective on international politics (de- ideologization) and 
the abandoning of the “class struggle” perspective that changed the rules 
of Soviet- East Eu ro pe an relations.

Very few analysts insisted on the less visible but nonetheless per sis-
tent illiberal and neo- authoritarian components of the anti- Communist 
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upheaval in the East. To quote Ralf Dahrendorf’s somber forecast: “The 
greatest risk is probably of another kind altogether. I hesitate to use the 
word, but it is hard to banish from one’s thoughts: fascism. By that I 
mean the combination of a nostalgic ideology of community which draws 
harsh boundaries between those who belong and those who do not, with 
a new po liti cal monopoly of a man or a ‘movement’ and a strong empha-
sis on or ga ni za tion and mobilization rather than freedom of choice.”39 
Swept away by the exhilarating revolutionary turmoil, most observers 
preferred to gloss over the heterogeneous nature of the anti- Communist 
movements: in fact, not all those who rejected Leninism did it because 
they  were dreaming of an open society and liberal values. Among the 
revolutionaries  were quite a few enragés, ill disposed towards the logic of 
compromise and negotiations. There  were also populist fundamentalists, 
religious dogmatists, nostalgics of the pre- Communist regimes, including 
those who admired pro- Nazi dictators like Romania’s Marshal Ion An-
tonescu and Hungary’s Admiral Miklós Horthy. It was only after the dis-
integration of Yugo slavia and the velvet divorce that led to the breakup 
of Czech o slo vak i a into two countries (the Czech Republic and Slovakia) 
that scholars and policy makers realized that the liberal promise of these 
revolutions should not be taken for granted and that the aftermath of 
Communism is not necessarily liberal democracy. In the early 1990s it 
became increasingly clear that the post- Communist era was fraught with 
all sorts of threats, including bloody ethnic confl icts, social unrest, and 
the infectious rise of old and new sorts of pop u lisms and tribalisms.40

Actually, the appeals of the civil society paradigm, as championed 
and articulated within the dissident subcultures of the post- totalitarian 
order,  were to a great extent idealized during the fi rst postrevolutionary 
stage. Many intellectuals shared these values, but there  were many who 
found them too abstract and universalistic (among the latter, Václav 
Klaus, Havel’s rival, nemesis, and successor as president of the Czech 
republic). The majority of the populations in East- Central Eu rope had 
not been involved in the antisystemic activities and had not appropri-
ated the values of moral re sis tance. Years ago, Hungarian phi los o pher 
and former dissident G. M. Tamás insisted on the relative marginality of 
the dissidents as an explanation for their lack of infl uence after 1989.41 
The case of Solidarity was, of course, different, but even there the nor-
mative code of civic opposition failed to generate a positive concept of 
the “politics of truth.” In reality, dissent in most East- Central Eu ro pe an 
societies was an isolated, risky, and not necessarily pop u lar experience. 
Those belonging to the “gray area” between government and opposi-
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tion tended to regard dissidents as moral challengers, neurotic outsid-
ers, quixotic characters with little or no understanding of the real game. 
The appeals of the civil society vision, with its repudiation of hierarchi-
cal structures and skepticism of institutional authority, showed their 
limits in the inchoate, morally fractured, and ideologically fl uid post- 
Communist order. Moreover, as Tony Judt noticed, “One of the reasons 
for the decline of the intellectuals was that their much remarked- upon 
emphasis on the ethics of anti- Communism, the need to construct a 
morally aware civil society to fi ll the anomic space between the indi-
vidual and the state, had been overtaken by the practical business of 
constructing a market economy.”42

The world after Leninism is marred by broken dreams, shattered il-
lusions, and often unfulfi lled expectations. This explains the defeat of 
former Communists in Poland in September 2005: perceived as cynical 
operators, the former apparatchiks lost to center- right parties that ad-
vocated a “moral revolution.” In brief, the battle for the soul of man after 
Communism has not ended. In some countries, discomfi ture and dismay 
have prevailed. In others, individuals seem to enjoy the new conditions, 
including the opportunity to live without utopian dreams. To quote Al-
exander Yakovlev, the former Bolshevik ideologue turned apostate: “So-
cial utopias are not harmless. They deform practical life, they push an 
individual, society, state agencies, and social movements into imposing 
their approaches and concepts, including the use of extreme methods of 
force. Social utopias deprive a person of the ability to perceive the reality 
of actual features. They sharply reduce or sometimes even completely 
destroy people’s ability to withstand effectively the real diffi culties, absur-
dities, and defects of private and public life.”43 In contrast to Leninism’s 
social utopia, in 1989 civil society was a powerful meta phor of the revolt 
and revival of the in de pen dent mind that gained preeminence as party- 
states became increasingly decrepit and their elites disenchanted. Civil 
society was the symbol for the possibility of an alternative to decaying 
regimes plagued with the incurable maladies of clientelism, corruption, 
and cynicism. Sickness, however, can be an excruciatingly long pro cess, 
and in the mid- 1980s Timothy Garton Ash, an astute interpreter of Cen-
tral Eu ro pe an politics, used the predictive meta phor Ottomanization. 
Later, the phi los o pher Leszek Kołakowski insisted that while everyone 
(even the leaders) had known that Communist regimes could not last 
forever, hardly anyone foresaw when the debacle would occur. With no 
end in sight, what remained was that, by the 1980s, Eastern Eu rope had 
forged a po liti cal myth that provided both criticism and opposition to 
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Communism, as well as a strategic vision for Communism’s aftermath. 
I agree with Stephen Kotkin, who stated that “1989 did not happen be-
cause of a broad freedom drive or an establishment self- enrichment 
drive.”44 What Kotkin seems to disregard, however, is the debilitating and 
corrosive effect of the dissidents’ arguments for authenticity (“living 
within the truth”) and for a return to normalcy over a system that had 
lost its eschatological impetus. Simple but pervasive ideas continuously 
chipped at the foundation of the party- state monolith. It may not have 
been a broad drive for freedom, the triumphal march of civil society that 
was presented in earlier literature, but the role of ideas in the demise of 
Communism should not be underestimated. A secular religion brought 
to power and preserved by ideas, Communism perished as a result of 
ideas. Once Marxism and Leninism  were discredited, both domestically 
and internationally, as Grand Narratives, Communism’s realities re-
mained merely what they  were: loss, waste, failure, and crime.45 Only if 
we add this corrective to Kotkin’s interpretation can we understand the 
passion, idealism, and high expectations of 1989 together with the ensu-
ing frustrations, malaise, and disappointments.

The recollection of the oppression under Communist regimes is used 
to bolster a sense of uniqueness. Suffering is often exploited to justify a 
strange competition for what I call the most victimized nation status. 
No less important, because Communism was seen by many as an alien 
imposition— a dictatorship of “foreigners”— contemporary radical na-
tionalism is also intensely anti- Communist. The memory of trauma and 
guilt under Leninism, along with the duty of remembrance regarding the 
Fascist past of some of these countries can provide the historical and 
moral benchmarks necessary to sustain a constitutional patriotism that 
can challenge communitarian reductionism. Instead, we are witnessing 
an ethnicization of memory and an externalization of guilt. The evils of 
the Communist regimes are assigned to those perceived as aliens: the 
Jews, the national minorities, or other traitors and enemies of an organi-
cally defi ned nation. Or, we encounter the “mismemory of Communism” 
that creates “two moral vocabularies, two sorts of reasoning, two differ-
ent pasts”: that of things done to “us” and that of things done by “us” to 
“others.” This is what Tony Judt called “voluntary amnesia.”46

Former Communists did make sometimes spectacular comebacks. 
This was possible because after 1989 there  were no tribunals and no 
recourses to state- endorsed vengeance. This shows that the refusal to 
or ga nize collective po liti cal justice was after all the correct approach. 
Let me say that the controversies regarding the treatment of the former 
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party and secret police activists and collaborators  were among the most 
passionate and potentially disruptive in the new democracies. Some ar-
gued, together with Poland’s fi rst post- Communist and anti- Communist 
prime minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, that one needed to draw a “thick 
line” with the past and fully engage in a consensual effort for building 
an open society. Others, for reasons that went from unconditional anti- 
Communism to cynical manipulation of an explosive issue, argued that 
without one form or another of “purifi cation” the new democracies 
would be fundamentally perverted. The truth, in my view, resides 
somewhere in between: the past cannot and should not be denied, cov-
ered with a blanket of shameful oblivion. Confronting the traumatic 
past, primarily via remembrance and knowledge, results in achieving 
moral justice.47 Real crimes did take place in those countries, and the 
culprits should be identifi ed and brought to justice. But legal proce-
dures and any other form of legal retribution for past misdeeds should 
always take place on an individual basis, and preserving the presump-
tion of innocence is a fundamental right for any human being, including 
former Communist apparatchiks. In this respect, with all its shortcom-
ings, the lustration law in the Czech Republic offered a legal framework 
that prevented mob justice. In Romania, where no such law was passed 
and access to personal secret police fi les was systematically denied to 
citizens (while these fi les  were used and abused by those in power), the 
po liti cal climate continued to be plagued by suspicion, murky intrigues, 
and dark conspiratorial visions.48

Even after NATO’s eastward enlargement and the entry of most East 
Eu ro pe an countries into the Eu ro pe an  Union (with the notable excep-
tion of the Western Balkans), there is a striking tension between pluralist- 
democratic and ethnocratic or radical parties and groups in these societ-
ies. Often during post- Communism, it seemed as if there was a yearning 
for new fi gures for the future, an expectation of the materialization of 
what Walter Benjamin called the “Messianic time.” The search for new 
eschatologies was more visible in the East, where all social contrasts are 
exacerbated by the breakdown of old identities. But the return of myth 
was part of the universal uneasiness with the cold, calculated, zweck-
massig rationality of the iron cage: prophets and demagogues (often the 
same persons) did have audiences in the East as well as in the West. The 
latter is, however, better protected: institutions function impersonally, 
procedures are deeply embedded in civic cultures. In the post- Communist 
world they are still under construction or yet to entirely meet require-
ments of a fully functioning liberal democracy. Things are of course 
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extremely complex: there is a feeling of exhaustion, of too much rheto-
ric, a sentiment that politicians are there simply to cheat. On the other 
hand, it is precisely this exhaustion of traditional worldviews, this post-
modern syndrome of repudiating grandiose teleological constructs in 
favor of minidiscourses that is conducive to ennui and yearning for al-
ternative visions that would not reject boldness and inventiveness. Yes, 
this is a secularized world, but the profane substitutes for traditional 
mythologies still have a future.

After the extinct period of “legitimation from the top” (through ide-
ological rituals of simulated participation, mobilization, and regimenta-
tion), in most of these countries nascent legal- procedural legitimation 
was paralleled (or countered) by something that, echoing Eric 
Hobsbawm’s insightful analysis of the new discourses of hatred, could 
be called legitimation from the past.49 The more inchoate and nebulous 
this past, the more aggressive, feverish, and intolerant  were the propo-
nents of the neoromantic mythologies. The rise of nationalism as a com-
pensation for perceived failure and externally imposed marginality, as 
fl ight from the complexities of modernity into the politics of collective 
salvation, was linked to this ambiguous Leninist legacy of distorted 
modernity and dictated human needs, and to the pre- Leninist ethnic- 
oriented cultural forms in the region. In other words, the discomfi ture 
with demo cratic challenges and the prevailing constitutional pluralist 
model was linked not only to the transition from Leninism but to the 
larger problem of legitimation and the existence of competing visions of 
the common good, as well as the coalescence of movements and parties 
around different and frequently rival symbols of collective identity. To 
put it simply, the post- Communist fi rst wave of primordial passions and 
the appeal of the new exclusionary discourses remind us that neither the 
premises nor the outcomes of modernity have been universally accepted. 
This point was correctly raised by S. N. Eisenstadt in a path- breaking 
analysis of the revolutions of 1989: “These problems, however, do not 
simply arise out of the breakdown of ‘traditional’ empires, the transition 
from some ‘premodern’ to fully modern, demo cratic society, or from a 
distorted modernity to a relatively tranquil stage which may well signal 
some kind of ‘end of history.’ The turbulence evident in Eastern Eu rope 
today bears witness to some of the problems and tensions inherent in 
modernity itself, attesting to the potential fragility of the  whole project 
of modernity.”50
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Post- Communist Paradoxes

I think that in the fi rst ten years of post- Communism we dealt with a 
resilient, per sis tent form of barbarism that was situated in the very heart 
of modernity. Radical nationalism was the absolute exacerbation of dif-
ference, its reifi cation, the rejection of the claim to a common humanity, 
and the proclamation of the ethno- national distinction as the primordial 
fact of human existence. As Franz Grillparzer wrote many years ago, 
“From humanity, through nationality, to barbarity”— a maxim dear to 
the hearts of intellectuals like Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, and 
Adam Michnik, who rehabilitated the notion of pariah and emphasized 
the nobility of exclusion in contrast to the humiliation of forced inclu-
sion. Jack Snyder’s by now classical thesis still holds valid: the po liti cal 
elites’ willingness to be accountable affects the degree of nationalist in-
strumentalization during the transition to democracy. To avoid surren-
dering their authority, these elites hijack po liti cal discourse, while ham-
pering and taking advantage of the citizens’ reduced capacity for po liti cal 
participation.51

The main threat in some (if not most) of the countries of Central and 
Eastern Eu rope is that of a lapse into “competitive authoritarianism,” 
where “formal demo cratic institutions are widely viewed as the princi-
pal means of obtaining and exercising po liti cal authority. Incumbents 
violate those rules so often and to such an extent, however, that the 
regime fails to meet conventional minimum standards for democracy.” 
As Levitsky and Way point out, up until the second de cade of post- 
Communism, Croatia, Ukraine, and Serbia  were textbook examples for 
this model, and Rus sia and Belarus still seemed to fall in this category. It 
could be argued that better terms for this demo cratic degeneration are 
delegative democracy and illiberal democracy.52 I chose the fi rst to stress 
the fundamental danger of a deep- seated, per sis tent, and widening gap 
between po liti cal and civil societies in the former Soviet bloc. It is not 
surprising that, in most of these countries, critical intellectuals (many of 
them former dissidents under the Communist regime) insist on the need 
for moral clarity. The po liti cal class, however, remains narcissistically self- 
centered and impervious to such injunctions to live truthfully. After all, it 
was Karl Marx who said that any new society will carry for a long time 
its birthmarks, in this case the habits, mores, visions, and mentalities 
(forma mentis) associated with the Leninist faith.

Furthermore, as Karen Dawisha has argued, electocracies should not 
be automatically regarded as liberal demo cratic communities.53 Thus, 
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in reality constitutionalism remains marred by its very universalistic 
formalism (its coldness, and its often decried tediousness) and the sub-
sequent failure to adjust to pressures resulting from collective efforts 
aimed at reverting, subverting, and obliterating the project of modernity 
(by which I tentatively understand the substantive construction of poli-
tics in an anti- absolutist, individualistic, and contractual way).54 But 
the return of the repressed, real and often disturbing, does not exhaust 
the picture. Indeed, despite all the setbacks, the ongoing debates in 
 Eu rope (and in Eastern Eu rope in par tic u lar) remain fundamental to the 
attempt at a reinvention of politics. Julia Kristeva is thus right: “The 
problem of the twentieth century was and remains the rehabilitation of 
the po liti cal. An impossible task? A useless task? Hitler and Stalin per-
verted the project into a deathly totalitarianism. The collapse of commu-
nism in Eastern Eu rope, which calls into question, beyond socialism, the 
very basis of the demo cratic governments that stemmed from the French 
Revolution, demands that one rethink that basis so that the twenty- fi rst 
century will not be the reactionary domain of fundamentalism, religious 
illusions, and ethnic wars.”55

This clustered experience is best described by what Hanson and Eki-
ert identifi ed as the key paradox of post- Communism: “The ‘Leninist 
legacy’ mattered both less and more than scholars originally expected.” 
In other words, the impact of the common Communist experience has 
been mediated by specifi c “choices made by strategically located actors 
in various critical moments of the unfolding pro cesses of change.”56 
Moreover, similar challenges posed by the past produced varying poli-
cies and institutional frameworks. Nevertheless, the ideological extinc-
tion of Leninist formations left behind a vacuum to be fi lled by syncretic 
constructs drawing from the pre- Communist and Communist heritage 
(from nationalism, in both its civic and ethnic incarnations, to liberal-
ism, demo cratic socialism, conservatism, pop u lism, neo- Leninism, or 
even more or less refurbished Fascism). We see a fl uidity of po liti cal 
commitments, allegiances, and affi liations— the breakdown of a po liti cal 
culture (that Leszek Kołakowski and Martin Malia correctly identifi ed 
as Sovietism) and the painful birth and consolidation of a new one. The 
moral identity of the individuals has been shattered by the dissolution of 
all previously cherished— or at least accepted— values and icons. In the 
immediate aftermath of 1989, individuals seemed eager to abandon 
their newly acquired sense of autonomy on behalf of different forms of 
protective, pseudosalvationist groups and movements. This was empha-
sized by Havel: “In a situation when one system has collapsed and a new 
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one does not yet exist, many people feel empty and frustrated. This con-
dition is fertile ground for radicalism of all kinds, for the hunt for scape-
goats, and for the need to hide behind the anonymity of a group, be it 
socially or ethnically based.”57 Assumed responsibility for personal ac-
tions, risk- taking, and questioning of institutions on the base of legiti-
mate claims for improvement are still developing.58 All established 
ranks, statuses, traditions, hierarchies, and symbols have collapsed, and 
new ones are still tottering and quite problematic. Envy, rancor, and re-
sentment have replaced the values of solidarity, civility, and compassion 
that once drove the East Eu ro pe an revolutionaries. As Polish sociologist 
Jacek Kurczewski noted, “Poverty is accompanied by envy, a feeling that 
becomes dominant in times of economic change. The feeling expresses 
itself not so much in a striving for communism, but in a defense of so-
cialist mechanisms of social security under conditions of a capitalist 
economy and suspicion of everyone who has achieved success in these 
new conditions.”59 Instead of enjoying promises of emancipation and 
revolutionary change, many individuals are now sharing a psychology of 
helplessness, defeat, and dereliction.

There are im mense problems in the continuity of both social and per-
sonal memory. Without a complete legal, po liti cal, and historical reckon-
ing in relation to the totalitarian Communist experience, civic consensus 
and po liti cal trust can hardly mature. Despite the ever- widening rescue 
operation of and working through fragmented memories (both individ-
ual and collective), transparency about a guilty and traumatic past by 
means of “politics of knowledge” (to use Claus Offe’s term) has yet to be 
achieved. Few years ago, Timothy Garton Ash was struggling to fi nd an 
explanation for this state of affairs: “ Any explanation for the absence of 
wider truth commissions must be speculative. I would speculate that 
part of the explanation, at least, lies in this combination of the histori-
cally defensible but also comfortable conviction that the dictatorship 
was ultimately imposed from outside and, on the other hand, the uneasy 
knowledge that almost everyone had done something to sustain the dic-
tatorial system.”60 The externalization of responsibility (the delocaliza-
tion of the history of the Communist regimes by blaming them on 
 either the Soviets or alien groups) and the forgetting of “the millions of 
Lilliputian threads of everyday mendacity, conformity and compromise” 
(in the words of T. Garton Ash) can sustain only a vague recognition of 
the need for a shared vision of the public good— a point that has been 
emphasized by Václav Havel, George Konrád, and Adam Michnik. The 
willingness to assume responsibility for one’s actions, to take risks, and 
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to question institutions on the basis of legitimate claims for improve-
ment is still embryonic.61 This may explain the po liti cal turmoil and an-
tigovernment demonstrations in Hungary in the fall of 2006 or the par-
liamentary putsch in April 2007 against Romanian president, Traian 
B{sescu, in full disregard of the Constitutional Court’s decision.62

It is thus tempting to assume that the major diffi culties in the articu-
lation of ideologically differentiated po liti cal platforms in Eastern Eu-
rope  were connected not only to the absence or weakness of clear- cut 
interest groups and lobbies, but also to increasing atrophy of the West-
ern sources of inspiration (“models”) for such endeavors. The famous 
law of po liti cal synchronization (of the East with the West) may this 
time play against the revival of ideological politics.63 The diffi culty of 
identifying clear divisions between left and right polarization in post- 
Communist regimes is linked to the ambiguity and even obsolescence of 
traditional taxonomies. As Adam Michnik and other former dissidents 
have often argued, the question after 1989 is not whether one is left or 
right of center, but whether one is “West of center.” Liberal values are 
sometimes seen as left- oriented simply because they emphasize secular-
ism, tolerance, and individual rights. At the same time, as shown by the 
new radical- authoritarian trends (often disguised as pro- democratic) in 
Rus sia, Ukraine, Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia, and elsewhere, lingering 
habits inherited from Leninist and pre- Leninist authoritarianism con-
tinue: intolerance, exclusiveness, rejection of all compromises, extreme 
personalization of po liti cal discourse, and the search for charismatic 
leadership. Karen Dawisha has identifi ed a few of the features of the 
“surviving past” of what she called “communism as a lived system”: the 
respect for centralized power, a large sphere for private interactions, and 
horizontal networks of mutual cooperation and informal connections, 
and fi nally, fi xation on a supposed “separateness” from the West.64 We 
deal with the same impotent fury against the failure of the state to behave 
as a “good father,” part of a patrimonial legacy characteristic, to different 
degrees, of all these societies (less so perhaps in Bohemia). Peter Red-
daway correctly labeled this a yearning for the state as a “nanny.”65

For instance, Romanians felt regret not for Nicolae Ceausescu but 
rather for the age of predictability and frozen stability, when the party- 
state took care of everything. For many, the leap into freedom has turned 
out to be excruciatingly painful. What disappeared was the certainty 
about the limits of the permissible, the petrifi ed social ceremonies that 
defi ned an individual’s life itinerary: former prisoners are now free to 
choose between alternative futures, and this choice is insufferably diffi -
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cult for many of them. The Leninist psychological leftovers can be de-
tected at both ends of the po liti cal spectrum, and this explains the rise of 
new alliances between traditionally incompatible formations and move-
ments. In Rus sia, we see a Stalinist- nationalist co ali tion, with its own 
national- Bolshevik traditions. In Romania it t00k the form of a rap-
prochement between Romania’s allegedly pro- Western Social Demo-
cratic Party (whose honorary chairman is a former ideological apparat-
chik, ex- president Ion Iliescu) and the Greater Romania Party headed by 
former Ceausescu court poet, the rabid xenophobic demagogue Corne-
liu Vadim Tudor. In the Czech Republic, the ideology of the Communist 
Party of Bohemia and Moravia merged nostalgia for dogmatic Lenin-
ism with chauvinistic stances. Simply put, the old Marxist internation-
alist dream has long since been abandoned.

It would be a serious fallacy to view these trends as marking the rise 
of neo- Communism. For such a development to take place, ideological 
zeal and utopian- eschatological motivation are needed. Neither former 
Polish president Aleksander Kwarniewski nor former Hungarian prime- 
minister Ferenc Gyurcsányi, both linked to the post- Communist Left, can 
be described as ideologically driven. Instead, the successors to the Le-
ninist parties have to cope with widespread sentiments of disaffection 
from socialist rhetoric. The Serbian socialists, East Germany’s Party of 
Demo cratic Socialism (now part of die Linke), and Romania’s Social 
Demo cratic Party are emblematic of the ongoing trend toward coopera-
tion between radical nationalist forces and those who yearn for bureau-
cratic collectivism. Another indication of the weak institutionalization 
and shallow social insertion of post- Communist parties is the phenom-
enon of “electoral volatility.”66 The mainstream po liti cal parties are still 
challenged periodically by “unorthodox po liti cal formations” (e.g., Bul-
garia, Poland, and Romania). The status quo remains fragile because of 
its unpopularity among sections of the population still attracted by ever- 
resurgent fantasies of salvation.

This tendency is a result of the ideological chaos created by the col-
lapse of state socialism, which left pop u lism as the most con ve nient and 
frequently the most appealing ersatz ideology. It was relatively easy to 
get rid of the old regime with its spurious claim to cognitive infallibility, 
but much more daunting to install a pluralist, multiparty order, a civil 
society, rule of law, and a market economy. Freedom, it turned out, was 
easier to gain than to guarantee. Uprootedness, loss of status, and un-
certainties about identity provide fertile ground for paranoid visions of 
conspiracy and treason; hence the widespread attraction of nationalist 
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salvationism. Leszek Kołakowski points to a paradoxical attitude to-
ward prophetic stances in contemporary Central and Eastern Eu rope: 
the intellectuals’ disillusionment with redemptive- apocalyptical teleolo-
gies led them to retreat from po liti cal matters, which generated an ethi-
cal pauperization of politics, as there remain fewer intellectual teachers. 
The door is wide open to pseudodoctrines and negative po liti cal 
eclectisms.67 Marching with Stalin’s (or Ceausescu’s) portrait is an ex-
pression not of Stalinism (or Ceausescuism) but rather of disaffection 
with the status quo, perceived as traumatic, anarchic, corrupt, po liti cally 
de cadent, and morally decrepit. Especially in Rus sia, where this disaffec-
tion is linked to the sentiment of imperial loss, cultural despair can lead 
to dictatorial trends. Exaggerated though they may be, references to 
“Weimar Rus sia” capture the psychology of large human groups whose 
traditional collectivistic values have disappeared and who cannot recog-
nize themselves in the new values of individual action, risk, and intense 
competition. Recent developments in Rus sia strengthen the impression 
that the experiment of open politics in Rus sia lost out to the push for the 
reaffi rmation of imperial status.68 Following Martin Krygier, I consider 
that, twenty years after the demise of Communism, in the former Soviet 
bloc we are experiencing a new ideosphere, which is by defi nition com-
prehensive, inclusive, and provisional. Moreover, the postmodern po-
liti cal condition renders transitory even organicist, syncretic, and re-
demptive radicalisms (as po liti cal movements).69 For instance, the last 
Romanian general elections (in 2009) produced encouraging results: the 
xenophobic, chauvinistic Romania Mare Party did not amass enough 
votes to get into parliament. However, this hardly means that the ideas 
that sustained it for so many years have disappeared from the public 
sphere.

Leninist regimes kept their subjects ignorant of the real functioning 
of the po liti cal system. Tony Judt observed that “by concentrating power, 
information, initiative and responsibility into the hands of the party- 
state, Communism had given rise to a society of individuals not merely 
suspicious of one another and skeptical of any offi cial claims or promises, 
but with no experience of individual or collective initiative and lacking 
any basis on which to make informed public choices.”70 Furthermore, the 
chasm between offi cial rhetoric and everyday reality, the camoufl aging of 
the way decisions  were reached, the anti- elective pseudo- elections, and 
other rituals of conformity neutralized critical faculties and generated a 
widespread wariness toward the validity of politics as such. Furthermore, 
anti- Communism tended to be just another supra- individual, nondiffer-
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entiated form of identity. The problem now is that the aggregation of so-
cial interests needs a clarifi cation of the po liti cal choices, including an 
awareness of the main values that people advocate. As Martin Palouš put 
it, “The most important and most dynamic factor in post- totalitarian 
politics has to do with the way people in post- communist societies per-
ceive and conceptualize the social reality and po liti cal pro cesses they are 
a part of.”71 The diffi culties and ambiguities of the left- right polarization 
in post- Communist regimes are linked to the ambiguity and even obso-
lescence of the traditional taxonomies.

With the private sector and entrepreneurial class still in the making, 
po liti cal liberalism and the civic center associated with it are under siege. 
Most po liti cal parties in the region are co ali tions based on personal and 
group affi nities rather than on an awareness of common interests, leading 
to fragmentation, divisiveness, po liti cal convulsions, and instability. One 
reason for the rise of populist movements is the paternalist temptation, a 
response to the felt need for protection from the destabilizing effects of 
the transition to competition and market. Another signifi cant factor is the 
perception that the civic- romantic stage of the revolution is over and the 
bureaucracy now is intent upon consolidating its privileges. The cam-
paigns against historic fi gures of Solidarity (including Adam Michnik, 
Bronisław Geremek, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, and Lech Wałesa) as “traitors” 
and “protectors of the establishment”  were an expression of the search 
for a “second revolution” that would legislate morality. Critical intellectu-
als seemed to have lost much of their moral aura and  were often attacked 
as champions of futility, architects of disaster, and incorrigible daydream-
ers. Their status was extremely precarious precisely because they symbol-
ized the principle of difference that neo- authoritarian politics tends to 
suppress. In the context of widespread disenchantment with po liti cal in-
volvement, their moderation remains a crucial element of social equilib-
rium. It is essential to avoid mass hysteria, to recognize the need for con-
stitutional consensus, and to foster a culture of predictable procedures. If 
these kinds of attacks gather momentum, they could jeopardize the still 
precarious pluralist institutions. Ralf Dahrendorf poignantly expressed 
this imperative: “Where intellectuals are silent, societies have no future.” 
In a deeply fragmented social and public environment, under the con-
stant pressures of globalization, Dahrendorf believed that, despite its 
diminished appeal, the nexus of ideas and action had in no way lost its 
revitalizing potential as a force of freedom.72

Po liti cal reform in all these post- Communist societies has not gone far 
enough in strengthening the counter- majoritarian institutions (including 
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in de pen dent media and the market economy) that would diminish the 
threat of new authoritarian experiments catering to powerful egalitarian- 
populist sentiments. The main dangers in this regard are tendencies 
linked to statism, clericalism, religious fundamentalism, ethnocentrism, 
and militaristic Fascism. These themes appeared clearly in the discourse of 
ethnocratic pop u lism, as evinced by Vadim Tudor’s Greater Romania 
Party, but also among supporters of Slovakia’s Vladimir Meciar, Serbia’s 
Radical Party, and the xenophobic groups and movements in Rus sia ge-
nerically associated with Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Demo cratic 
Party or Gennady Zyuganov’s Communist Party of the Rus sian Federa-
tion. Even Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán has resorted to such 
rhetorical strategies to weaken his liberal and socialist adversaries. Some 
observers have foreseen a split in the region, with the more advanced 
countries (Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and the Baltic states) 
developing a culture of impersonal demo cratic procedures, while the 
Southern tier was supposed to be beset by what Ken Jowitt has called 
“movements of rage.” Yet developments in Hungary, Poland, or Latvia in 
recent years have shown that such regional divisions are not so clear- cut. 
Marc Howard’s insights on the demobilized nature of the civil societies 
within the countries of the former Soviet bloc offer a persuasive expla-
nation for the absence of a middle path between apathy and violence. 
The  comprehensive penetration of society by the state under Commu-
nism produced a “monstrous autonomy of the po liti cal,”73 leading to dis-
engagement, mistrust of voluntary associations, and deep engagement in 
private rather than public spheres of interaction. Demo cratic protest and 
opposition in Central and Eastern Eu rope have been shaped by a combi-
nation of inherited disaggregation and a general disappointment with the 
reality of nonpaternalistic social life.

The weakness of the region’s po liti cal parties is primarily determined 
by the general crisis of values and authority. There is an absence of so-
cial glue, and the existing formations have failed to foster the consensus 
needed in order to generate constitutional patriotism. The Leninist “mis-
development” left the region’s societies with the diffi cult task of re-
constituting normal communitarian bounds that allow for overt and 
unmitigated social interaction. The unmastered past of the totalitarian 
experience of the twentieth century in Central and Eastern Eu rope pre-
vents these countries from institutionalizing the logical connection be-
tween democracy, memory, and militancy. Joachim Gauck argued that 
“reconciliation with the traumatic past can only be achieved not simply 
through grief, but also through discussion and dialogue.”74 In this sense, 
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Charles Villa- Vicencio, the former director for research of the South Afri-
can Truth and Reconciliation Commission, defi ned reconciliation as “the 
operation whereby individuals and the community create for themselves 
a space in which they can communicate with one another, in which they 
can begin the arduous labour of understanding” painful history. Hence 
justice becomes a pro cess of enabling the nation with the aid of a culture 
of responsibility.75 A new identity can be based upon negative contrasts, 
“on the one hand, with the past that is being repudiated; on the other, 
with anti- democratic po liti cal actors in the present (and/or potentially in 
the future).”76 This pro cess of putting into question the “actual intersub-
jective liabilities of par tic u lar collectives” can lead to a redefi nition of 
“anamnestic solidarity.” The latter would be based upon an ethical frame-
work circumscribed by both the knowledge of the truth and the offi cial 
acknowledgement of its history. The destructive power of silence and of 
unassumed guilt would in this way be preempted. To paraphrase po-
liti cal scientist Gesine Schwan, the fundamental abilities and values of 
individuals are nourished so as to sustain their well- being, social behav-
ior, and trust in communal life. The moral consensus over a shared expe-
rience of reality is preserved, making possible the demo cratic life of the 
specifi c society.77 Though some have argued along these lines, I don’t 
believe that some sort of collective communicative silence (kommunika-
tives Beschweigen) about the past can enable post- Communist countries 
to evolve into functioning democracies.78 I agree with Tony Judt that 
radical evil can never be satisfactorily remembered, but, as proved by the 
German experience, a consistent appeal to history can function simulta-
neously as exorcism and therapy.79

The transition from an illegitimate and criminal regime to democ-
racy and a culture of human rights is indeed a pro cess dependent on the 
specifi c conditions of each postauthoritarian society. It implies a series 
of compromises and negotiations, but the act of healing a community 
must not be confused with moral consensus about a traumatic past. The 
history of violence must not legitimize transition. There is a need for 
unfettered transparency and total truth. After 1989, the present and the 
future must “stand up to the scrutiny of a gaze educated by the moral 
catastrophe”80 produced by the totalitarian experience of the twentieth 
century. Otherwise, the web of lies becomes oppressive and the imper-
turbable fog extends infi nitely into a state of moral perplexity. Po liti cal 
radicalization in the guise of historical retribution (“righting the wrongs 
of the past”) is often used to achieve mass mobilization and delegitimize 
adversaries. This is not to say that the politics of amnesia, deliberately 
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pursued by former or successor Communists, has resulted in any needed 
catharsis. On the contrary, as demonstrated by the furious reactions in 
Romania to President B{sescu’s condemnation of the Communist regime 
as “illegitimate and criminal,”81 the past does not fade away and often 
strikes back with a vengeance. There prevails a feeling of having been 
betrayed by the politicians, as well as a quest for a new purity. This is the 
rationale both for the “radical revolutionism” of the Kaczynski brothers 
in Poland and Viktor Orbán in Hungary (at the right end of the spec-
trum) and for the po liti cal resurrection of Communist parties in Lithu-
ania, Romania, and Bulgaria. It also explains the power of Putin’s neo- 
authoritarian politics of “managed democracy” in a memory regime of 
institutionalized amnesia and historical falsifi cation. As for Putin himself, 
he has abandoned the Yeltsin era’s adamant anti- Leninism and has be-
come, especially since 2006, the proponent of an increasingly aggressive 
version of neo- Stalinist and neo- imperialist restoration. The high school 
history textbook (dealing with the period 1945 to 1991) commissioned 
by the Kremlin and published in 2008 symbolizes the return to some of 
the most egregious Stalinist falsifi cations and a radical break with the 
legacies of glasnost. Putinism is an ideological conglomerate bringing to-
gether Great Rus sian nationalism, imperial authoritarianism, and a 
drive to restore the lost grandeur of the Stalin era.82 The narrative about 
the past offered by the Putin administration is the quintessential formula 
of “reconciliation without truth.”83 In other words, we are dealing with 
an apocryphal reconciliation.

The ideological syncretism of Stalino- Fascism capitalizes on delayed 
po liti cal justice. Think of Rus sia, where much ado about the trial of the 
old party has not resulted in anything signifi cant. Demagogy, overblown 
rhetoric, and continual scapegoating undermine the legitimacy of the ex-
isting institutions and pave the way for the rise of ethnocentric crackpots. 
The harmful effects of long- maintained forms of amnesia cannot be over-
estimated. The lack of serious public discussions and lucid analyses of the 
past, including an ac know ledg ment by the highest state authorities of the 
crimes against humanity perpetrated by the Communist dictatorships, 
fuels discontent, outrage, and frustration and encourages the rise of 
demagogues, leading to vindictive references to the need for purifi cation 
through retribution. Thus we see the creation of new mythologies to ex-
plain the current predicament: “Judeo- Masonic conspiracies” that endan-
ger “national interests.”84 Nations are presented almost universally as 
victims of foreigners, and the Communist regimes are described as engi-
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neered by aliens to serve foreign interests. Rus sian nationalists, including 
some of the most gifted fi ction writers belonging to the Siberian School, 
have not tired of blaming the Jews for the Bolshevik destruction of tradi-
tional values and structures. Some of the most frantic propagandists for 
such dark visions are former Communists, including a number of former 
Communist intellectuals. Writing primarily about the tragic events in his 
native Yugo slavia, American poet Charles Simic touched a depressing 
and unfortunately accurate note when he observed, “The terrifying thing 
about modern intellectuals everywhere is that they are always changing 
idols. At least religious fanatics stick mostly to what they believe in. All 
the rabid nationalists in Eastern Eu rope  were Marxists yesterday and 
Stalinists last week.”85

Several years before the end of Communism in Eu rope, po liti cal sci-
entist and historian Joseph Rothschild argued that “ethno- nationalism, 
or politicized ethnicity, remains the world’s major ideological legitima-
tor and delegitimator of states, regimes, and governments.”86 Since na-
tionalism provides the fuel of identity myths of modernity, more so than 
Marxist socialism, liberal universalism, or constitutional patriotism, one 
must see what its main forms are in the post- Communist world. Is na-
tionalism a fundamental threat to the emergence of po liti cally tolerant 
structures? Is it necessarily a poisonous form of chauvinism, a new totali-
tarian ideology, a destructive force inimical to liberal values? Are these 
societies hostages to their past, doomed to eternally reenact old animosi-
ties and confl icts? In reality, one needs to distinguish between varieties of 
nationalism: the inclusive versus the exclusive, the liberal versus the radi-
cal, or, as Yael Tamir proposed, the polycentric versus the ethnocentric.87 
Ethnocentrism is a form of nationalism that turns the real distinction 
between the in- group and the others into an insuperable attribute, a fact 
of destiny that places one’s nation into a position superior to all the 
others.

Under post- Communism, ethnocentric nationalism, rather than the 
liberal version, prevailed. Resistant to rational analysis, it appeals to 
sentiment, affect, and emotion. Truth- content is practically irrelevant in 
narratives intended to foster dignity and pride. Beliefs, values, and mo-
res are thrust into the straitjacket of a specifi c “regime of truth” that 
produces and sustains specifi c power alignments. The social framing of 
nationalism crystallizes into “ordered procedures for the production, 
regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements.”88 It 
therefore functions as universal truth. Idealized interpretations of 
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 history turn into identity markers because they provide us with grati-
fi cation, satisfaction, and perceived magnitude. They create a sense of 
authenticity. Considering that for Central and Eastern Eu rope the past 
is “not just another country, but a positive archipelago of vulnerable his-
torical territories,”89 the incessant reliance on mis memory rather than on 
Vergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to terms with the past) deepened the 
already widespread cynicism and the privatization of memory. Such es-
capism in counterhistories produces divisiveness rather than cohesion 
and regional antagonism rather than integration. Nostalgia in the for-
mer Soviet bloc often took the form of “regret for the lost certainties of 
Communism, now purged of its darker side.”90 These falsifi ed narratives 
have the function of remaking and denying the facts. The truth is argued 
away and the characters of the traumatized and guilty past are deprived 
of their real identities. Victims and heroes are assigned pejorative coun-
terimages, while perpetrators and bystanders fi nd refuge in the absence 
of atonement.91

Delays in the coalescence of a po liti cal class in the region are linked 
to the weakness of a demo cratic core elite: po liti cal values remain vague, 
programs tend to overlap, and corruption is rampant. Think of the short 
life expectancy of some po liti cal parties in the region. In fact, parties that 
 were dominant in the fi rst years after the collapse have either lost elec-
toral signifi cance (e.g., the Hungarian Demo cratic Forum [MDF] or the 
National Peasant Christian and Demo cratic Party), or signifi cantly al-
tered their orientations and allegiances (e.g., the Hungarian Civic  Union 
[FIDESZ] or the National Liberal Party in Romania). Other problems are 
related to delays in the coalescence of a po liti cal class. This is particularly 
dangerous in Rus sia, where there is a conspicuous absence of po liti cal 
competition between ideologically defi ned and distinct parties. The pub-
lic is thus inclined to see privatization as the springboard for the rise of 
a new class of profi teers (a transfi guration of the old po liti cal elite into 
a new economic one). The po liti cal arena is still extremely volatile, and 
the ideological labels conceal as much as they reveal. The decisive 
choice is between personalities, parties, and movements that favor indi-
vidualism, an open society, and risk- taking, and those that promise se-
curity within the homogeneous environment of the ethnic community. 
Strategy is as important as tactic, and the will to reform is as important 
as the articulation of concrete goals.
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Meanings, Old and New

I would like to return now to Ralf Dahrendorf’s memorable statement 
that citizens of Central and Eastern Eu rope are still trying to make sense 
of their existence. As mentioned earlier, a constant of the recent history of 
the region is the recurrence of charismatic politics and of pseudo- party 
politics. If these societies are to move past these problems, they must 
overcome two fundamental elements of the legacy of the Communist 
past: anomy (which led to fragmentation, neotraditionalism, and uncivil-
ity, to what Romanian phi los o pher Andrei Plesu termed “public obscen-
ity”) and lies (which led to dissimulation and the disintegration of con-
sensus, and ostentatiously brought forth a human type characterized by 
Rus sia sociologist Yuri Levada as homo prevaricatus, the heir of homo 
sovieticus). Since forewarned is forearmed, I believe that it is better to 
look into the real pitfalls and avoid them rather than play the obsolete 
pseudo- Hegelian tune of the “ultimate liberal triumph.” Indeed, what we 
see  here is not the strength but rather the vulnerability of liberalism in 
the region— the backwardness, delays, and distortions of modernity, as 
well as its periodic confrontation with majoritarian, neoplebiscitarian 
parties and movements.92 The lesson of the 1989 revolutions is therefore 
multifarious. It refers to the rebirth of citizenship, a category abolished by 
both Communism and Fascism,93 but it also involved re- empowering the 
truth. What we have learned from 1989 represents an unquestionable 
argument in favor of the values that we consider essential and exemplary 
for democracy today.

Let us end by noting the vital role played by international factors in 
the pro cess of the demo cratization of Eastern and Central Eu rope. With-
out NATO’s enlargement and accession to Eu ro pe an  Union, the fate of 
the region most probably would have been very different. Because of 
normalization by integration into a demo cratically validated supragov-
ernmental or ga ni za tion, the po liti cal, cultural, economic, and social en-
vironments in these countries have received a huge boost in their struggle 
with mytho- exclusionist fantasies. In this sense, external intervention 
was as important, if not more important, than domestic dynamics. What 
seemed in the early 1990s a somber future turned into an extremely fa-
vorable present. Ken Jowitt rightly diagnosed that only adoption by a 
richer sister from the West could save the tormented Eastern sister from 
a new wave of salvationist authoritarianism. And indeed his doomsday 
vision of col o nels, priests, and despots was proven wrong. This was a 
surprise, though, for none of us thought that NATO and the Eu ro pe an 
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 Union would turn eastward. There  were calls for this, but they seemed 
more like hoping against hope. It is no surprise, then, that Jowitt em-
phatically stated in 2007 that integration in the EU was the best news 
that the countries of Central and Eastern Eu rope had received in fi ve 
hundred years. One should not forget, however, the part played by 
the shock of Yugo slavia’s secession wars. This tragic and violent example 
made both the EU and NATO understand where ignorance of the dan-
gers of nationalism, pop u lism, and demagogy in the region can lead. 
Their push eastward had as great a civilizing role as the exercise of de-
mocracy within these societies. The specter that one should be wary of 
now is, to invoke Jowitt once again, the transformation of the former 
members of the Warsaw Pact into the ghetto of a united Eu rope.94

Any assessment of the last two de cades should raise the question, 
What is it left of 1989? This turning point was the most powerful 
shake- up in the twentieth century of the seduction exerted by millenar-
ian ideologies. The teleological utopias of the last century  were funda-
mentally rebuked by the revolutions of 1989, which  were their polar 
opposite. They  were anti- ideological, antiteleological, and anti- utopian. 
They rejected the exclusive logic of Jacobinism and refused to embark 
on any new chiliastic experiments. In this sense, they can be called non-
revolutionary. Indeed, the Leninist extinction could be explained, fol-
lowing Stephen Kotkin for instance, by appealing to “a narrative of 
global po liti cal economy and a bankrupt po liti cal class in a system that 
was largely bereft of corrective mechanisms.”95 But this would ulti-
mately overlook (or signifi cantly diminish) the equally relevant tale of a 
slow but unstoppable awakening of society by reinstating the centrality 
of truth and human rights (especially after the 1975 Helsinki Agree-
ment). The uncivil society was not merely confronted with the erosion of 
its Leninist worldview. It also imploded in the face of an alternative set 
of values that inspired in de pen dent refl ection, autonomous initiatives, 
and mass protest. In other words, the upheaval of 1989 was not only the 
result of the agency of the uncivil society. It acted in the presence of a 
powerful po liti cal myth— civil society. Po liti cal myths are to be judged 
not in terms of their truthfulness, but of their potential to become true: 
speaking about civil society led to the emergence of civil society. In East 
Central Eu rope, exhilarating new ideas, such as the return to Eu rope, 
destroyed obsolete ideas. People took to the streets in Berlin, Leipzig, 
Prague, Budapest, and Timisoara, convinced that the hour of the citizen 
had arrived.

 



Democracy in Post- Communist Societies  |  223

In 1989, public demonstrations did not lead directly to the collapse 
of the Communist elites in power. Maybe civil society was not the im-
mediate cause of the demise of Erich Honecker, Wojciech Jaruzelski, 
Todor Zhivkov, Miloš Jakeš, and Gustáv Husák. But the dynamics, the 
ideas, and most important, the aftermath of the events accompanying the 
shattering of Communist parties’ rule across the region cannot be under-
stood without emphasizing the signifi cance of civil society as a constella-
tion of fundamental ideas, as a po liti cal myth, and as a real, historical 
movement that accompanied the implosion of Eastern Eu ro pe an party- 
states. To take my point even further, the very idea of revolutions in 1989 
rests on the impact of civil society, which replaced the existing po liti cal, 
social, and economic system with one founded on the ideals of demo-
cratic citizenship and human rights. Yes, there  were many masks, traves-
ties, charades, and myths involved in the events that took place in Bucha-
rest, Prague, and Sofi a. In most countries, the resilience of the old elites 
prevented a radical coming to terms with the Communist past. But this 
obfuscates the fact that the core value restored, cherished and promoted 
by the revolutions of 1989 was common sense. The revolutionaries be-
lieved in civility, decency, and humanity, and they succeeded in rehabili-
tating these values. This is the most signifi cant lesson of 1989. The illu-
sions of that year ought not to be discarded: they  were crucial for the 
defeat of Leninism. In 1989, people  were not afraid anymore; their moral 
frustration, social numbness, and po liti cal impotence disappeared. The 
individual fi nally regained a central role on the po liti cal stage. The years 
passed and ultimately those nightmarish scenarios for Central and East-
ern Eu rope have been invalidated. Far from being over, the revolutions of 
1989 remain a symbol of contemporary times— an age of diversity, differ-
ence, and tolerance.  
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Conclusions

Totalitarianism was a novel po liti cal, social, and cultural construct that 
fi rst suspended and then abolished traditional distinctions between 
good and evil. An imperfect concept, to be sure, it was not an empty 
signifi er or a mere Cold War propaganda weapon, as some have sug-
gested in recent years. Those who developed the concept of totalitarian-
ism during the interwar period knew what appalling realities it desig-
nated: from the exiled Mensheviks to the emigré scholars from Fascist 
Italy and Nazi Germany, these intellectuals knew that something unpre-
ce dented and quite terrifying had occurred.1 The concept of totalitarian-
ism offered important and still valid interpretive keys for understanding 
the unique blending of ideology, or ga ni za tion, and terror in unpre ce-
dented attempts to create perfectly homogenized communities through 
genocidal methods. All these experiments included quasi- religious, un-
avowed yet palpable mystical components. In fact, they  were po liti cal 
religions, with their own rituals, prophets, saints, zealots, inquisitors, 
traitors, renegades, heretics, apostates, and holy writs. The totalitarian 
story began with the Bolshevik dream of total revolution and became a 
global phenomenon in the 1920s and 1930s with the rise to power of 
totalitarian party- movements in Italy and Germany. For example, the 
Romanian Iron Guard was a totalitarian movement that combined po-
liti cal radicalism and religious fanat i cism. Its short- lived stay in power 
(September 1940– January 1941) was marked by a frantic attempt to 
carry out, using murderous violence, what historian Eugen Weber once 
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called the archangelic revolution.2 Whereas these Fascist dictatorships 
collapsed as a result of World War II, Soviet Communism lasted for more 
than seven de cades and ended only in December 1991 in the USSR. The 
catalyst for this fi nal wreckage was the liberal, anti- Leninist revolution-
ary upheaval of 1989. In transformed incarnations, it is still alive in 
China and a few other countries.

To paraphrase Hannah Arendt, during the reign of these totalitarian 
movements, conscience broke down. Furthermore, “the insanity of such 
systems lies not only in their fi rst premise but in the very logicality with 
which they are constructed.”3 Communism was a radical economic, 
moral, social, and cultural doctrine centered upon the accomplishment 
of radical transformative ends. Fascism appeared as its arch rival, yet it 
shared with Communism the collectivistic, antiliberal, anticapitalist ap-
proach, the neoromantic dream of the total community, and the longing 
for a completely purifi ed existence.4 With its universalistic goals, escha-
tological promises, and totalizing ambitions, it was often described as a 
po liti cal or secular religion (and so was Fascism in its Italian, German, 
and Romanian incarnations). The ultimate purpose of Communism was 
to create a new civilization founded upon a New Man. Two factors  were 
fundamental for this doctrine: the privileged role of the party and the 
revolutionary transformation of human nature. One of the main distinc-
tions between radicalism of the extreme Left and the extreme Right is 
the emphasis the former placed on the institution of the party as an im-
manent incarnation of absolute, transcendental historical knowledge. In 
the words of historian Walter Laqueur,

The Fascist experience in Italy and Germany has shown the crucial role of 
the Duce and the Führer. Hitler and Mussolini created their parties in their 
image, and it is perfectly legitimate to talk about the Hitler and the Musso-
lini “movement,” for theirs  were not po liti cal parties in traditional sense. . . .  
But Stalin’s role in the Soviet  Union was initially less decisive. Communist 
power was already fi rmly established. There is every reason to believe that if 
Stalin had been shot or died of a disease or had never existed, the party 
would have still remained in power in the 1920s and 1930s.5

Communism advanced a new conception of human existence (society, 
economy, social and individual psychology, art). According to this con-
ception, building the New Man was the supreme goal of po liti cal action. 
Communism’s ambition was to transcend traditional morality, yet it suf-
fered from moral relativism. It assigned to the party- state its own moral-
ity, granting only to it the right to defi ne the meaning and ultimate aim 
of human existence. The state became the supreme and absolute value 
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within the framework of an eschatological doctrine of revolution. 
Through the cult of absolute unity on the path to salvation by knowl-
edge of history, Communism produced a new, total social and po liti cal 
project centered on purifying the body of the communities that fell un-
der its ideological spell. Its revolutionary project was total and totaliz-
ing. As a potent po liti cal myth, Communism promised immanent deliv-
erance, the chance to achieve prosperity, freedom, and equality. In fact, 
throughout the twentieth century, the Communist Weltanschauung was 
the foundation for ideologically based totalitarian po liti cal experiments 
with terrible human costs.

As for Fascism— and especially its paroxistic version, National 
 Socialism— it emphasized the lack of equality between biologically de-
fi ned groups and a predestined mission for the Aryan nations. At the 
same time, it praised heroism, youth, and valiance and despised bour-
geois modernity as much as the Communists did. Placing Fascism at the 
right end of the po liti cal spectrum masks the strong socialist origins of 
these movements based on ethnic ressentiment.6

Marxism’s fundamental thesis was the centrality of class struggle (his-
torical violence) in the development of society. For Marx (and later for 
twentieth- century Marxist phi los o phers Ernst Bloch, Antonio Gramsci, 
and Georg Lukács), the revolutionary class symbolized the viewpoint of 
totality, thereby creating the epistemic premises for grasping historical 
truth. In the name of proletarian (authentic) democracy, formal liberties 
could be curtailed, even suppressed. Marx’s myth of the proletariat as 
the messiah class, the heart of Communism, nurtured a revolutionary 
project imbued with a sense of prophetic mission and charismatic- heroic 
predestination. This became an im mensely appealing mythological ma-
trix embraced by intellectuals worldwide.7 Marx gave an ultimate apoc-
alyptic verdict: since the bourgeoisie is guilty of the barbarous distortion 
of human life, it deserves its fate.8 Marx viewed the social universe pri-
marily (but not only) in terms of social and economic determinism. 
Freedom meant for Marx and his disciples “understood necessity,” that 
is, efforts to carry out the presumed goals of history. All human reality 
was subordinated to the dialectical laws of development, and history 
was projected into a sovereign entity, whose diktat was beyond any hu-
man questioning. He declared his social theory the ultimate scientifi c 
formula.

The ingredient that allowed the realization of the revolutionary mis-
sion was revolutionary class consciousness.9 Through it, mankind’s pre-

 



Conclusions  |  227

history would end and its real history could begin. According to the 
young Marx, the revolutionary intellectuals  were those who created the 
doctrine, but the proletarians  were not perceived as an amorphous mass 
into which a self- appointed group of teachers had the duty of injecting 
the consciousness of the historical truth. Nevertheless, Karl Marx’s Elev-
enth Thesis on Feuerbach best expressed the revolutionary mission of 
critical thinking: “The phi los o phers have only interpreted the world, in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”10 With the rubble of 
the past cleared away, the chosen agent of history would point the way to 
a new society that would bring about the complete fulfi llment of the hu-
man spirit.

Communism was simultaneously an eschatology (a doctrine of mun-
dane salvation) and an ecclesiology (a ideology of the revolutionary 
party or movement). Reality as it stood was fatally reifi ed; it was to be 
superseded, on the one hand, by the emancipation and revolution of the 
proletariat, and on the other hand, by the utopia of the classless society. 
Subsequently, Communism’s vision of the future society relied upon 
a“dictatorship over needs” (Agnes Heller, Ferenc Fehér, and György 
Márkus). It presupposed the dissolution of the autonomous individual 
within the all- devouring framework of total control, the disastrous po-
liticization of the psyche, the manipulation of the subjective fi eld, the 
attempted obliteration of the private sphere as an ultimate sanctuary 
of the ego. It was a total experiment in social engineering. Once it con-
structed its vision of modernity on the principle of a chosen, socially 
homogenized community crossing the desert of history from darkness 
into light, there could be only one solution for those who failed to 
qualify to their inclusionary criteria: stigmatization, elimination, and 
eventually, extermination

The Marxist eschatology was a rationalized theodicy: history replaced 
God, the proletariat was the universal redeemer, and the revolution meant 
ultimate salvation, the end of human suffering. History had only one di-
rection, as it unfolded from scarcity to abundance, from limited to abso-
lute freedom. Freedom, in turn, was understood as overcoming necessity 
via revolutionary praxis. Hegel had said that all that was real was ratio-
nal. For Marx, all that was real was historical, and history was gov-
erned by dialectical laws. The kingdom of necessity was the realm where 
economy could not ensure full equality among human beings, where the 
po liti cal was dependent on partisan interests and the social sphere was 
painfully atomized. In contrast, in the kingdom of freedom there was an 
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identity between existence and essence, antagonism disappeared, men 
and women recovered their lost sense of work as joy, as unfettered cre-
ativity. In this context, human existence could fully reach its develop-
ment, and the condition for the freedom of all lay in each individual’s 
liberation. At the basis of Communism, therefore, lay a teleological fun-
damentalism. Its fi nal station was the City of God on earth, that is, the 
triumph of the proletariat.

Marxian social theory’s cult of totality as the ultimate explanatory 
archetype set the stage for its degeneration, in Bolshevik (Leninist) terms, 
into dogma and the ruthless persecution of heretics. Marx’s emphasis 
on human emancipation as the conscious absorption of society by the 
individual and his equation of social confl ict with class antagonism re-
sulted in advocacy of the elimination of “superstructural” intermediaries 
(laws, institutions,  etc.) regulating the relationship between civil society 
and the state. Marx failed to give instructions on the achievement of so-
cial unity. The utopian, eschatological vision of Marx’s body of po liti cal 
thought was translated into a revolutionary program of action by Vladi-
mir Ilyich Lenin (born Ulianov). Lenin operated a creative understanding 
of necessity that led to the Bolshevik version of man’s salvation. In Len-
in’s vision, the monolithic vanguard party became the repository of 
human hope, a tightly knit fraternity of illuminated militants, and there-
fore the true vehicle of human freedom. The combination of Marxism 
with party/power set the Communist body politic on the path to self- 
purifi cation (permanent purge and revolutionary offensive).

For Lenin, the fate of the Communist revolution predicted by Karl 
Marx depended on the maturity and po liti cal will of the revolutionary 
party. His vision of the new type of party was formulated in the pam-
phlet What Is To Be Done (1902), which articulated the Leninist con-
cept of revolutionary practice in the twentieth century. Lenin’s notion of 
the party led to the split within Rus sian social democracy between 
 moderates (Mensheviks) and radicals (Bolsheviks). Leninism consists 
fundamentally of Lenin’s theory of the vanguard revolutionary party, 
the doctrine of proletarian revolution in the age of imperialism, and 
the emphasis on the dictatorship of the proletariat as a new type of 
state emerging from the collapse of the old, bourgeois order. From the 
outset, the Leninist regime in the Soviet  Union was based on abuses, vio-
lence, and repression directed against any form of po liti cal opposition. 
Bolshevism was the opposite of a rule- of- law state.11 These authoritarian 
features of Leninism  were further exacerbated by Stalin, who trans-
formed the Soviet  Union into a totalitarian state. Bolshevik humanism 

 



Conclusions  |  229

was conditioned only by the success of the cause it was engaged in. The 
individual’s existence maintained its weight in the world insofar as it 
contributed to the construction of social utopia.

Like Marx, Lenin saw the proletarian revolution as a global phe-
nomenon, but he modifi ed some basic tenets of the Marxist theory. 
Lenin noticed the passivity of the workers in the advanced industrial 
countries and explained it as a consequence of the ability of the bour-
geoisie to co- opt the working class within the system. According to Lenin, 
the bourgeoisie succeeded in ideologically corrupting the proletarians 
and their parties. It was therefore important to create a new type of po-
liti cal party that would refuse any form of collusion with the existing 
dominant forces and would eventually exert exclusive po liti cal power. 
For Lenin, a tightly knit, phalanxlike revolutionary or ga ni za tion, struc-
tured almost like a military order, was needed to inject revolutionary 
consciousness into the proletariat and direct the workers in the revolu-
tionary battles. The party was the embodiment of historical reason and 
militants  were expected to carry out its orders without hesitation or res-
ervation. Discipline, secrecy, and rigid hierarchy  were essential for such a 
party, especially during clandestine activities (like those in Rus sia). The 
main role of the party was to awaken proletarian self- consciousness and 
instill the revolutionary doctrine (faith) into the dormant proletariat. In-
stead of relying on the spontaneous development of consciousness in the 
working class, Leninism saw the party as a catalytic agent bringing revo-
lutionary knowledge, will, and or ga ni za tion to the exploited masses. It 
was with Lenin that the mystique of a new type of party became an indel-
ible feature of radical politics in the twentieth century.

The Fascists absorbed the Bolshevik lesson, internalizing Lenin’s cult 
of the party, but they never developed a mystical partolatry. The main 
distinction, therefore, was that neither the Fascist Party in Italy nor the 
National Socialist German Workers Party (NSDAP) became charismatic 
institutions like the Bolshevik Party. They  were the sounding boards for 
the leaders’ harangues, collective entities meant to ensure the perpetua-
tion of the Fürhrerprinzip. Alfredo Rocco was Mussolini’s minister of 
justice and a close friend of Il Duce. His views emphasized organicism, 
romanticism, and statism as key components of the Fascist ideology: “To 
the existence of this ideal content of Fascism, to the truth of this Fascist 
logic we ascribe the fact that though we commit many errors of detail, 
we very seldom go astray on fundamentals, whereas all the parties of the 
opposition, deprived as they are of an informing, animating principle, of 
a unique directing concept, do very often wage their war faultlessly in 
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minor tactics, better trained as they are in parliamentary and journal-
istic maneuvers, but they constantly broke down on the important is-
sues.”12 Benito Mussolini, Italy’s Fascist dictator between 1922 and his 
death in 1945, contributed in 1932 to the Enciclopedia Italiana with a 
famous entry on the doctrine of Fascism:

Thus Fascism could not be understood in many of its practical manifesta-
tions as a party or ga ni za tion, as a system of education, a discipline, if it  were 
not always looked at in the light of its  whole way of conceiving life, a spiri-
tualized way. . . .  The man of Fascism is an individual who is nation and 
fatherland, which is a moral law, biding together individuals and the genera-
tions into a tradition and a mission, suppressing the instant for a life enclosed 
within the brief round of plea sure in order to restore within duty the higher 
life free from the limits of time and space: a life in which the individual, 
through the denial of himself, through the sacrifi ce of his own private inter-
ests, through death itself, realizes that completely spiritual existence in which 
his value as a man lies. Fascism is a religious conception in which man is 
seen in his immanent relationship with a superior law and with an objective 
Will that transcends the par tic u lar individual and raises him to conscious 
membership in a spiritual society. Whoever has seen in the religious politics 
of the Fascist regime nothing than mere opportunism has not understood 
that Fascism besides being a system of government is also, above all, a sys-
tem of thought.13

Ideological absolutism, sanctifi cation of the ultimate goal, suspension 
of critical faculties, and the cult of the party line as the perfect expres-
sion of the general will  were imbedded in the original Bolshevik project 
and defi nitely imbued Mussolini’s po liti cal imagination.

I argue that the seeds of Stalin’s regime  were sowed by Lenin.14 He 
carried to an extreme Leninism’s intolerant logic and turned the USSR 
into a police state. The Communist Party was transformed from a revo-
lutionary elite into a bureaucratic caste whose sole aim was to preserve 
and enhance the leader’s power and its privileges. Gradually, the dictator-
ship of the proletariat became an empty slogan legitimizing Stalin’s abso-
lute reign and secret police repression against the population. Invoking 
Lenin’s struggle against factionalism, Stalin completely destroyed any in-
traparty democracy, viciously persecuted all (real or imaginary) oppo-
nents, and imposed a monolithic dictatorship based on permanent purges 
and mass terror. In the physical absence of the numinous leader incarnat-
ing the absolute power of the party, Lenin, the congregation of his disci-
ples had to reinvent itself by means of founding its charisma on the 
scriptures of its founding fathers. The invented tradition of Marxism- 
Leninism was then thrust upon the party ranks as a means of stabilizing 
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the normative identity of the party. The “return to Leninism” became an 
important theme of the anti- Stalin opposition, especially among Trotsky’s 
supporters. Later, after Stalin’s death in 1953, Nikita Khrushchev pro-
claimed the restoration of the Leninist norms of party life and denounced 
Stalin’s “cult of personality” (i.e., the quasi- religious adoration of the su-
preme leader) as non- Leninist. In the 1980s, Mikhail Gorbachev deep-
ened Khrushchev’s critique of Stalinism and sought to instill pluralism 
within Soviet institutions. In his demo cratizing efforts, Gorbachev went 
beyond the logic of Leninism and abandoned both the concept of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat and the party’s claim to monopoly of 
power.

In 1919 Lenin created the Third (Communist) International— the 
Comintern, a global institution that the Fascists  were never able to es-
tablish. Earlier he had lambasted the Second International for its loss of 
revolutionary fervor and complicity with bourgeois parliaments and 
governments. The Comintern consecrated Moscow’s centrality and hege-
monic role within world Communism. For a party to be accepted into the 
Comintern it had to unconditionally acquiesce to twenty- one conditions, 
including complete subordination to Soviet dictates. Lenin created the 
Comintern as an instrument for expanding the revolution and allowing 
Soviet Rus sia to escape “imperialist encirclement.” Later, Stalin trans-
formed it into a mere instrument of Soviet foreign policy and by implica-
tion Rus sian imperialism. The Comintern was disbanded in 1943, but 
Communist parties continued to toe the Stalinist line. In the aftermath of 
World War II, Leninist parties came to power in East- Central Eu rope, 
China, North Korea, and North Vietnam (a Soviet- style regime existed in 
Mongolia since the 1920s). Later, in 1960, Fidel Castro publicly espoused 
Leninism and proclaimed the Communist nature of the Cuban Revolu-
tion. In all these cases, Communism represented the sum of po liti cal and 
ideological techniques (tactics) used by revolutionary parties to seize and 
consolidate monopolistic dictatorial regimes. Their only claim to legiti-
macy derived from the or ga nized belief- structure shared by the elites and 
inculcated into the masses, according to which the party was the sole 
benefi ciary of direct access to historical truth.

Marx proclaimed Communism to be the genuine resolution of the 
confl ict between man and nature and between man and man: “Commu-
nism is the riddle of history solved, and knows itself to be the solution.”15 
The explanation for the consequences of this doctrine is founded upon a 
few essential factors: the vision of its followers, a superior elite whose 
utopian goals sanctify the most barbaric methods; the denial of the right 
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to life of those who are defi ned as “degenerate parasites and predators”; 
the deliberate dehumanization of state- defi ned enemies and victims; and 
the falsifi cation of the idea of good (Alain Besançon). The revolutions of 
1989 demonstrated that Communism had exhausted its appeal and led 
to the breakdown of the Leninist regimes in East- Central Eu rope. In De-
cember 1991, the USSR came to an end. The demise of Communism in 
Eu rope allowed space for alternative po liti cal mythologies, which left a 
proliferation of what I called fantasies of salvation.

In his monumental volume Postwar, Tony Judt argues that the Eu-
rope of our days is “bound together by the signs and symbols of its ter-
rible past.” The remarkable accomplishment of forging a demo cratic 
identity this way “remains forever mortgaged to that past” because the 
latter “will have to be taught afresh with each passing generation.”16 The 
main lessons of the twentieth century that this book has tried to highlight 
are that no ideological commitment, no matter how frantically absorb-
ing, should ever prevail over the sanctity of human life and that no party, 
movement, or leader holds the right to dictate that followers renounce 
their critical faculties to embrace a pseudo- miraculous, in fact mystically 
self- centered, delusional vision of mandatory happiness. Anne Apple-
baum judiciously emphasized that the most important path to under-
standing the terrible historical experience of the past century is by empa-
thizing with and trying to comprehend the people who lived through it.17 
It is now clear, based on the abysmal experiences of totalitarian states, 
that contempt for the individual and his/her rights inevitably leads to the 
destruction of any trace of democracy. The Communist “people’s democ-
racies”  were actually a mockery of this very term, in fact its antithesis. 
They shared with the Fascist regimes a hyperdeterministic, quasi- scientifi c 
ideological hubris. No less importantly, conspiratorial visions of world 
history, including the current Islamist fantasies, result in an obsession 
with infi ltrated enemies, a politics of vindictive mythological scapegoat-
ing, and state- organized persecution, exclusion, and extermination of 
those ideologically branded as “perfi dious vermin” and “treacherous 
scum” (Jews, kulaks,  etc.).18 As Hannah Arendt put it in 1946 (and these 
words should stay with us as an enduring warning),

One of the most horrible aspects of contemporary terror is that, no matter 
what its motives and ultimate aims, it invariably appears in the clothes of an 
inevitable logical conclusion made on the basis of some ideology or theory. 
To a far lesser degree, this phenomenon was already to be seen in connection 
with the liquidation of the anti- Stalinists in Russia— which Stalin himself 
predicted and justifi ed in 1930. . . .  The obvious conclusion was that one 
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had to deal with these factions as with a hostile class or with traitors. The 
trouble is, of course, that nobody except Stalin knows what the “true inter-
ests of the proletariat” are . . .  This “scientifi cality” is indeed the common 
feature of all totalitarian regimes of our time. But it means nothing more 
than that purely man- made power— mainly destructive— is dressed in the 
clothes of some superior, superhuman sanction from which it derives its ab-
solute, not- to- be- questioned, force. The Nazi brand of this kind of power is 
more thorough and more horrible than the Marxist or pseudo- Marxist, be-
cause it assigns to nature the role Marxism assigns to history . . .  But neither 
science nor “scientifi cality,” neither scholars nor charlatans supplied the 
ideas and techniques that operated the death factories. The ideas came from 
politicians who took power- politics seriously, the techniques came from 
modern mob- men who  were not afraid of consistency.19

Tens of millions of dead, the memory of barbed wire and gas chambers, 
and a sense of unbearable tragedy are the main legacies left by the reck-
less ideological pledges of the twentieth century to build the City of God 
 here and now.  
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