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Introduction


The essays in this volume span over fifty years: a lifetime of work and thought. They have been selected to reflect both the author’s main philosophical interests and the remarkable constancy of those interests over this long period. They also, of course, in some measure reflect his changing approaches to and assessments of questions and ideas to which he returned again and again throughout his life.


They are arranged thematically rather than chronologically, in three sections which correspond roughly to three categories of connected topics. A number of essays are published here in English for the first time. They are: ‘The Death of Gods’, ‘Erasmus and his God’, ‘An Invitation from God to a Feast’, ‘Why a Calf? Idolatry and the Death of God’, ‘Is God Happy?’, ‘In Praise of Unpunctuality’, ‘In Praise of Snobbery’, ‘Is there a Future for Truth?’, ‘On Reason (and Other Things)’ and ‘Our Merry Apocalypse’.


The work for which Leszek Kołakowski is perhaps best known in the West is his three-volume Main Currents of Marxism,1 an analysis of the origins and philosophical roots, golden age and breakdown of that ideology. In his epilogue to that work, he describes Marxism as ‘the greatest fantasy of the twentieth century’, a dream of a perfect society which in practice became the foundation for ‘a monstrous edifice of lies, exploitation and oppression’. He argues that the Leninist-Stalinist version of communist ideology and practice is not a distortion or degenerate form of Marxism but one of its possible interpretations. The dangers, delusions and falsehoods of this ideology and the nature of totalitarianism were prominent themes in his writing from 1955 onwards. The first section of this volume contains essays which deal with Marxism, communism, socialism, totalitarianism and ideology.


The best and simplest way of introducing this section is to use Leszek Kołakowski’s own words, from his preface to another collection in which some of these essays appeared:2


‘. . . part of this collection deals with questions and burdens imposed on us by communism and its historical vicissitudes. After all that has happened since 1989, the topic might seem obsolete, or of interest only as a historical study. I wish it were obsolete, but I am not sure it is. Communism was not a crazy fantasy of a few fanatics, nor the result of human stupidity and baseness; it was a real, a very real part of the history of the twentieth century, and we cannot understand this history of ours without understanding communism. We cannot get rid of the spectre by saying it was just “human stupidity” or “human corruptibility”. The spectre is stronger than the spells we cast on it. It might come back to life.’


The opening essay in this section – ‘The Death of Gods’ – appears here in English for the first time. Written in 1956, it is one of the earliest essays in this volume. It is also one of the most important from both a political and a biographical point of view. By 1956 Kołakowski was known as a ‘revisionist’ and had become a very prominent thorn in the side of the authorities. The essay is an extremely strong attack on the ideology and practice of communism, demolishing the false justifications of the regime and the myths which it propagated. It is astonishingly forthright for that time, and breathtaking in its lucidity and forcefulness. It was seized by the censor and remained unpublished in Poland until after the fall of communism, although it was circulated in underground manuscript copies.


‘What is Socialism?’ was another important early essay and a typically ‘revisionist’ text which satirised the reality of the regime as a travesty of the ideals of socialism. Also written in 1956, also censored (indeed the journal for which it had been intended was shut down) and also unpublished in Poland until the fall of communism, it lived a brief public life pinned up on a bulletin board at Warsaw University until the authorities had it taken down. It, too, was later circulated in manuscript.


Both these essays were of great significance at the time; they are two ‘landmark’ texts which caused a stir and remain important today. Another essay which stands out in this way is ‘Jesus Christ, Prophet and Reformer’, in the second section of the present volume. It, too, is an early essay, again written in 1956.


In 1966, on the tenth anniversary of the ‘Polish October’, Leszek Kołakowski delivered a speech at Warsaw University which was to become famous: a devastating condemnation of the Party and the communist authorities, of opportunities missed and hopes unfulfilled since October 1956. For this he was expelled from the Party. In March 1968 he was expelled from his Chair at the university and banned from teaching and publishing.


The second section of this volume brings together essays on subjects connected with religion. Many of the topics touched upon here – divine omnipotence and the existence of evil, the meaning of the sacred, idolatry and sacrilege, faith and reason, individual responsibility and divine Grace, reformist movements in the Catholic Church and those regularly re-emerging currents within it which were nourished by the hope of renewing Christianity and returning to the religion of the Gospels (discussed here in the essay on Erasmus) – were explored by the author at greater length in a number of books, among them: Metaphysical Horror, Religion, and his works on the seventeenth century. The essay ‘Leibniz and Job: The Metaphysics of Evil and the Experience of Evil’ is one of many texts on the problem of evil in this best of all possible worlds. The idea of the sacred is also a prominent subject in many of Kołakowski’s writings. The sacred as an essential and ineradicable element in human spiritual life is one of the topics explored in an important early book, The Presence of Myth, and later in Religion and in Metaphysical Horror. It is touched upon here in the essay about idolatry, ‘Why a Calf?’ and in ‘Anxiety About God in an Ostensibly Godless Age’.


Religious faith as the experience of the sacred, particularly in the form of mysticism, was a prominent subject in Kołakowski’s writings on seventeenth-century thought, most notably in a major 1965 work about non-confessional Christian movements in seventeenth-century Holland and France. It is a work about religious thinkers, reformers and mystics who denied the need for a ‘visible’ Church and rejected all institutionally controlled forms of religious life. It is also about religious freedom, the problems of orthodoxy and heresy, and the conflicts between individual religious consciousness and an organized Church. It appeared in French as Chrétiens sans église but never in English, except for parts of a chapter in a collection entitled The Two Eyes of Spinoza.3 In that volume, too, are some essays written in the 1960s: on Uriel da Costa, Gassendi, Bayle and Luther. The essay on Erasmus in the present volume, which touches on some of these themes, was also written in 1965 and was hitherto unpublished in English.


It was in large measure Kołakowski’s early immersion in the ideas and disputes of the seventeenth century that inspired much of his writing on the diverse but closely interconnected subjects which became such important themes in his later work: orthodoxy and heresy (in ideology as well as religion), faith and reason, freedom (theological, Augustinian, Spinozan, religious, political), the sacred and the experience of the sacred, individual responsibility, divine Grace – and even Marxist ideology and communism, where, as he often pointed out, dogma and the notion of heresy and orthodoxy, and indeed the idea of the sacred, functioned in ways analogous to their functioning in the Church, just as the structure and functioning of the Party hierarchy in many ways resembled that of the Church.


His PhD in 1953 had been on Spinoza. His book on Spinoza, Freedom and Antinomies of Freedom in the Philosophy of Spinoza,4 was an analysis of all the aspects – moral, metaphysical, anthropological, political and cognitive – of Spinozan freedom, its limits and the insuperable contradictions in which Spinoza’s idea of freedom was entangled. Some of the topics which had been central there are also an important theme in his later writings: Spinoza’s conception of philosophy as the study of man and the nature and limits of freedom and toleration. He wrote of Spinoza’s philosophy as an attempt ‘. . . to interpret classical problems of philosophy as problems of a moral nature, to reveal their hidden human content; in other words, to present the problem of God as a problem of man, the problem of heaven and earth as a problem of human freedom’, and saw his metaphysics as ‘a search for man’s place in the world, a place he must find in order to be able to live without despair, bitterness or false hopes’. In particular the vast annals of the conflict between faith and reason in religious thought – of the ‘emancipation of faith from reason and of reason from faith’ and of the various attempts to reconcile the two – were a subject to which he returned in a variety of different contexts, historical, religious and political. It is, of course, in the context of the Augustinian theory of Grace and predestination, a prominent theme in his book on Pascal and the Jansenists, God Owes us Nothing. The present volume includes a short essay on Pascal, in dialogue form, entitled ‘An Invitation from God to a Feast’.


The question of happiness, while perhaps not directly related to any of the themes mentioned here as central, nevertheless occupies an important place in religious thought and was a traditional subject of philosophical reflection both ancient and modern. But the question of God’s happiness is less commonly raised. That is the subject of the title essay ‘Is God Happy?’, which appears at the end of this section. If not unique, it is certainly a subject seldom found in the historiography of philosophy.


Many of the concerns which emerge as prominent both in Leszek Kołakowski’s writings on religion and the history of religious thought and in those on communism and ideology, particularly on communism as a secular religion – freedom and toleration, faith and scepticism, the role of heresy and orthodoxy and of dogma and doctrine, myth and the idea of the sacred – were also central themes in his many essays about the problems of modernity and the legacy of the Enlightenment, both in political and in religious contexts. Some of these are represented in the third section of this volume, which deals with modern and post-Enlightenment man, truth and relativism, and the various ideologies, illusions and delusions of modern civilization.


Several of the essays in this third section – certainly ‘Lot’s Wife’ and ‘On Reason’, but perhaps also ‘Is There a Future for Truth?’ – could have found an equally comfortable home in another section of this volume. Such is the fundamental nature of the problems raised in these essays and their centrality to so many areas of philosophical, political and religious thought that no single text slots neatly into one category. ‘Lot’s Wife’, for instance – another essay seized by the censor and never published in communist Poland – would have been no less at home in the section on socialism (as the censors clearly realized). One of the Biblical tales in a 1966 collection entitled The Key to Heaven,5 it appears here in a new translation. Equally the essay ‘On Reason’, which deals with reason and faith, could have been housed in the section on religion. ‘Is There a Future for Truth?’, while it discusses the various philosophical theories of truth, is also about religious truth and the importance of the idea of Truth with a capital T. ‘Our Merry Apocalypse’, too – an essay about science and faith, myth and the sacred, modernity and the Enlightenment – could have been filed under ‘religion’. The essays about collective identity, natural law, crime and punishment and the demise of historical man were somewhat easier to categorize; they clearly belong in this third section.


I have also included two early essays written in a playful vein – to give an idea of Kołakowski’s wit and range of styles. They are the two brief exercises in self-parody, ‘In Praise of Snobbery’ and ‘In Praise of Unpunctuality’, both written in the early 1960s. They, too, appear in English for the first time.


Perhaps the most salient feature of Leszek Kołakowski’s work, and the one which characterizes him best, is his attitude towards truth and certainty. On the one hand, a critical scepticism and suspicion of claims to certainty pervades his work. Its philosophical underpinnings are laid out in the essay ‘The Priest and the Jester’, perhaps his most famous essay in Poland, not included in this volume but published in English in The Two Eyes of Spinoza.6 He writes in his preface to My Correct Views on Everything:


‘None of these dilemmas is properly solved; everything is left ambiguous. I want to believe that this is not just a result of my ineptitude, but perhaps also of the incurable ambiguity of reality itself.’


At the same time there is also in these essays, and throughout Kołakowski’s work, a strong rejection of relativism and defence of the idea of truth; a defence, too, of the validity of metaphysical questions, and an insistence on the importance of the metaphysical dimension in human life.


Agnieszka Kołakowska, 2012
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IS GOD HAPPY?





I. Socialism, Ideology and the Left





The Death of Gods


When, at the ripe age of eighteen, we become communists, equipped with an unshakeable confidence in our own wisdom and a handful of experiences, undigested and less significant than we like to imagine, acquired in the Great Hell of war, we devote very little thought to the fact that we need communism in order to harmonize relations of production with the forces of production. It rarely occurs to us that the extremely advanced technological standards here and now, in Poland in 1945, require the immediate socialisation of the means of production if crises of overproduction are not to loom over us like storm clouds. In short, we are not good Marxists. For us, socialism, however we go about arguing for it in theoretical debates, is everything but the result of the operation of the law of value. Defended with clumsy arguments cobbled together from a cursory reading of Marx, Kautsky or Lenin, it is really just a myth of a Better World, a vague nostalgia for human life, a rejection of the crimes and humiliations of which we have witnessed too many, a kingdom of equality and freedom, a message of great renewal, a reason for existence. We are brothers of the Paris communards, the workers during the Russian Revolution, the soldiers in the Spanish Civil War.


We thus have before us a goal that justifies everything. We abhor the nationalist slogans which bedevil the political life of our party and treat them as an awkward and inconvenient tool for masking temporary tactics – tactics which will shortly bring a common world without barriers or frontiers. And we abhor all the more those who, in pure, thin, melodious voices like the voices of castrati, call for prudence and moderation and in times awash with fresh blood know only one rallying cry: Wash your hands! Wash your hands!


When at this time of grave crisis in the communist consciousness – a crisis of whose depth, extent and consequences we are not all fully aware – we look back anxiously at the road travelled, at the work accomplished with so much effort and labour, so much faith and devotion, we see the following picture:


We believed in a utopia. We believed that socialism would automatically eradicate all social inequalities; we believed that in a socialist system work and individual talents would be the only factors determining people’s social position and role. Instead we found that the process called ‘building socialism’ generated its own social classes, its own system of privileges, drastically at odds with the principles of traditional egalitarianism, its own mechanism for creating elites, and its own set of rules, serving to perpetuate an ossified hierarchy and caste system as inflexible, immutable and conservative as it was happy to conceal itself behind a phraseological veil of egalitarianism.


We believed that socialist rule would naturally lead to the swift and total disappearance of national hostility, nationalist prejudice and tribal conflict. Instead we found that political activity which goes by the name of socialist can encourage and exploit the most absurd forms of chauvinism and blind nationalist megalomania. In culture these manifest themselves in the form of naive deceptions and infantile sophistry, but in politics, concealed behind a thin façade of traditional internationalist slogans, they assume the much more dangerous and sinister form of colonialism.


We believed that socialism would ruthlessly extirpate that most despicable curse of our times – racism. Instead, wherever we looked in this allegedly socialist politics and ideology, we found the sinister shadow of Der Stürmer looming behind every patriotic slogan.


We were well acquainted with Engels’s famous phrase about socialism as the leap to the kingdom of freedom. But we found that socialist industrialization can develop with the aid of mass slave labour, and that the superstructure of a state of socialized production can degenerate into a system of total police terror, a military dictatorship of lawlessness and fear.


We were convinced that one of the chief gains of the revolution would be a system of universal participation in government, a genuine rule of the people based on the consciousness of the proletariat. Instead we found the so-called socialist system transforming itself before our eyes into a travesty of its own watchwords: into a radical autocratic or oligarchic centrism, more crippling to social initiative than any form of bourgeois democracy.


We had learnt from Marx that socialism, in giving society control over the processes of its own material reproduction, would do away with ideological smoke screens, render social relations transparent and liberate man from alienation, which gives rise to fetishes and myths. Instead we found that it is here, in the so-called socialist system, that the obfuscation of real social relations attains its zenith and new forms of religious mystification oppress the social consciousness as never before; never before has the reflection of collective life in the human mind been so distorted and so false.


We thought it an obvious truth that socialism would mean the end of wars and conquests. Instead we found that the policies of this allegedly socialist state could be described variously as hovering on the brink of war or aggressive and interventionist.


For the naive imagination socialism was to be a time of tremendous cultural richness and expansion of the human spirit, which would flourish free and unconstrained, liberated at last from all dependence. Instead we found that the blossoming of socialist culture meant the wholesale destruction of the greatest traditions of that culture, the transformation of literature and art into instruments for the basest kind of toadying to authority, the reduction of philosophy and sociology to vague expositions of official doctrine reflecting the political tactics of a given moment, the promotion of hacks and the crushing of genuine artists, and the construction of a system in which the great destroyer of culture Andrei Zhdanov regularly announces his hideous triumphs.*


We knew that with socialism would come an end to humiliation, a consciousness of human dignity and a sense of participation in a common enterprise as free and equal citizens. It was hard to admit that the thing they called socialism perpetuated conditions where humiliation and the trampling of human dignity were everyone’s daily bread.


One could go on expanding this long and sad list of lost illusions, each exposing a successive stretch of the fast lane to 1984. But it is not a list of complaints from the disenchanted and the deceived. We are perfectly clear about the situation in which we find ourselves. We do not claim that we were deceived: falling victim to deception is no excuse. Nor do we claim that the situation deprived us of the courage to speak when we saw the crimes that were being committed. Lack of courage is no excuse, even if it can be explained historically; we are responsible for everything we do. Nor, finally, do we claim that we did not know what was going on: even if we knew less than we know today, we knew enough, more than enough, to be fully aware of the abyss between our idea of socialism and the reality, Soviet and our own. We were not blind; thousands of facts evoked horror or laughter. But both the horror and the laughter were platonic: harmless and defanged.


So let us not delude ourselves that it was only when faced with new knowledge and new facts that we found ourselves in a land of silence, abandoned by the gods.


It was not lack of knowledge that fostered our illusions. They were fostered by the way in which, morally and intellectually, we dealt with the knowledge we had: by a system in which every inconvenient fact was given a simple explanation within a set of ideological myths, with which we deliberately blinded ourselves to the reality. The crisis of the communist consciousness did not come about through lack of new knowledge about the world; it came about through the collapse of the mythology which gave shape to that knowledge. If the idea of socialism is to recover its original, pristine radiance, untainted by lies and deceit, a mercilessly clear awareness of that mythology, its existence and its mechanisms, must lead to its collapse.


Here, then, are some of the myths in which the grain of truth grew warped and became a fetish.


The myth of the fortress under siege


Communists are in a permanent state of war with the old world; they are defending a fortress besieged on all sides by the forces of the old order. In this besieged fortress there is only one goal: to withstand the siege. And whatever furthers this goal is a good thing. In the besieged fortress every conflict, every dispute, is catastrophic, every sign of weakness a triumph for the enemy, every relaxation of discipline a calamity. The army abhors democracy; in the army, better to obey a stupid leader than sow anarchy, however astute and penetrating the mind behind it. So if we know that Joseph Stalin is a poor and primitive philosopher, better that we should turn our brains to demonstrating the opposite than that we should, even in this one domain, weaken the authority whose existence is the condition of victory. If we know that Gide is a great writer, still it will be better if the rifleman in the fortress never hears of him than that, absorbed in his reading, he should miss even once when he fires. And if the commander of the fortress is a criminal, better to pass this over in silence than run the risk that his subordinates, absorbed in giving him his comeuppance, should leave the gates unguarded.


The myth of the besieged fortress is not entirely unjustified. Nevertheless, its main effect is to contribute to communism’s undoing. In a besieged fortress communists are isolated; in a besieged fortress it is out of the question to seek allies in the enemy camp. The sense of being under siege has two tactical consequences, both catastrophic. It requires the besieged to perceive the whole visible world outside the fortress as the enemy, preventing them from swelling their ranks and so strengthening their forces, and cutting them off from all values and possibilities that lie outside. And within the fortress itself it creates a military hierarchy based on blind obedience and intolerant to criticism.


The myth of the fortress is a dangerous one. A besieged fortress cannot hold out for decades. And when the rifleman, still reeling from the smoke, at last opens the gates, he walks out into city streets thronged with people; among them are many enemies but also many friends, at whom, he now realizes, he has been shooting indiscriminately. But worse is to come: he goes on to discover that the brutal corporal whose orders he had obeyed without question, convinced that in war this was just what you did and how it had to be, enjoys giving orders so much that he would rather deceive his soldiers by inventing a siege than do anything to promote peace, for with peace his power would vanish. Power is dangerous; it wants to last forever, and the less it is controlled, the more easily it can maintain itself. This is why power – not just on a subjective whim, but by virtue of the workings of a historical mechanism – invents its own myths.


The Myth of Power:
Remarks on the Life of Myths


We sometimes forget an obvious point: that Marx and Lenin, because of the different circumstances of their political activity, saw things from different points of view. For Marx socialism was above all the result of a country’s economic maturity; he saw the proletarian revolution and the socialization of the means of production as a kind of inevitable social explosion resulting from what one might call the chemistry of economic life. For Lenin socialism was a problem of political power, which can and should be seized if the opportunity presents itself: wherever political conditions for seizing power arise, they should be fully exploited. This is the point of view of a revolutionary, and one which every revolutionary must accept. But with one caveat: by ‘conditions for seizing power’ we mean conditions in a particular country, never conditions which would allow seizing power somewhere else. Exporting the revolution is out of the question; of that there is no doubt. Only a counter-revolution can be exported, whatever it calls itself and whatever the slogans it hides behind. Now it is not hard to see that the conditions for seizing power are much more easily created in underdeveloped countries, where not only socialist but anti-feudal and national liberation movements can still find fertile soil, so that a revolution which is in fact socialist can at the same time present itself as democratic and thus attract those parts of the population which have not attained socialist consciousness, namely the peasantry and subjugated nations. But the very conditions which facilitate the seizing of power make it particularly difficult to hold on to it in the long run. Power which is threatened and concentrates all its political effort on itself becomes an end in itself; it becomes power for its own sake. Communists, when they assume power, know in theory that it is only a means to an end, that of liberating society, and that in time it will self-destruct. But power has its own rules of evolution, and they are unyielding and merciless. The harder power is to maintain, the more it must surround itself with an aura of adoration and promote a cult for its own worship. It is all too easy to forget that power is the instrument of a class and the spokesman for the interests of that class. To put it more specifically: ‘The time will come,’ we say, ‘for all the purposes to which this power is supposed to be put; for the moment the important thing is to maintain it.’ But this ‘moment’ goes on for years, until it turns out that it is too late: power has become an end in itself. It has stopped being the instrument of the class which seized it and become the instrument of those who possess it. The apparatus of power has spread like a malignant growth and no longer seeks justification for its existence in the common interest. As an apparatus of power it has its own interests: the interests of a caste or an autonomous organization which continues to hide behind the façade of the Great Rallying Cry. And the ideology of those who rule becomes the ruling ideology. This simple observation we owe to Marx.


The myth of power as the highest justification seeps into the consciousness of those who are not themselves participants in it (although efforts are made to delude them into thinking that they are). In this way the pernicious belief that possessing power is the highest end becomes entrenched. No price is too high for power. That price can be aggression, intervention, the extermination of an entire nation, mass catastrophe, the repudiation of one’s own original principles, moral corruption and contempt. It has indeed been all those things. But once it becomes apparent that power feeds on blood and depends on it for its continued existence, that it will stop at nothing, and that it has a natural tendency to unlimited growth, then the myth of power is unmasked and shows its shameful face – the face for so long hidden by the leader in the daily paper. And once exposed, the myth of power is extinguished; it can no longer survive in the minds of those who have seen it.


Of course, mystification and manipulation of the social consciousness produces results that can endure; they can take on a life of their own. Sometimes a pious believer will not waver in his faith even when he sees that the wooden figure which spoke to him is hollow and conceals a priest; he, too, is capable of preferring to believe a myth rather than the evidence of his own eyes. So the extinction of myths requires certain conditions. But it will be a mass extinction: once one myth is exposed, the rest will follow, hurtling down like an avalanche. It will be enough, too, if just one priest is exposed – or, better still, if another priest exposes him, for whatever reason; for the faithful believe no one, not even the exposer. The first step is the hardest; the rest comes easily. Even if the believer has only stopped believing in the efficacy of the rosary, it is safe to predict that he will shortly be an atheist. This is why – priests, take note – a mythology, if it is to be effective, must be all-encompassing. The death of gods is a chain reaction; each drags another down into the abyss. Abyssus abyssum invocat. Hence the necessity – of which experienced priests are well aware – of maintaining the mythology as a system in which every detail is equally important and equally holy. The logic of mythology is familiar to every priest; it is there in his mind when he says: today you will miss Mass, tomorrow you will curse God, and the day after that you will become a Bolshevik. This is why only Stalinism, because it was all-encompassing, was a viable mythology. Stalin’s priests said: today you will admire a painting by Paul Klee, tomorrow you will cease admiring socialist-realist architecture, the day after that you will start to doubt the leap from quantity to quality, and the day after that you will renounce your loyalty to Caesar. And since Caesar’s rule is the rule of the people, you will be an enemy of the people. So by admiring a painting by Paul Klee you become an enemy of the people in potentia; you are ‘objectively’ an enemy of the people, a spy and a saboteur. The power of this strategy, confirmed by centuries of historical experience, is undeniable. And its collapse had to be as total as its rule had been: a chain of divinities, collapsing like a pack of cards. What folly to imagine it was possible to extract just one!


Of course, even when the myths functioned efficiently, occasionally something horrifying would happen that could not be justified by the myth of the besieged fortress or the myth of power. A system of additional myths was then needed to explain such things, and on the whole these explanations, even if not always entirely rational nor entirely soothing to the conscience, were nevertheless adequate for the purpose, producing a sort of self-imposed vegetative intellectual state which made it possible to pass over them and go on as before. There were three such chief myths: the myth of two sides to every question, the myth of the words ‘relics of the past’ and ‘distortions’, and finally that king of myths, the myth of unity.


The Myth of Two Sides to Every Question


This myth is based on a primitive dialectic connected with a word that features prominently in the poor man’s version of Stalinist philosophy: ‘concretely’. A fact must be considered ‘concretely’; this means that it must be considered within the context in which it takes place, not ‘in general’ or ‘beyond space and time’. And different contexts can reveal entirely different sides to the same question – indeed, entirely contradictory sides. This applies in particular to moral and political judgements. The proletariat has a supreme goal: the communist society. The bourgeoisie also has a supreme goal: to maintain its power, which is based on exploitation. To consider a question ‘concretely’ is to consider whether it furthers one or other of these two supreme goals. In a socialist country a lie is not a lie from the point of view of the supreme goal, because it serves the cause of truth. In a socialist country murder is not murder, aggression is not aggression, and slavery is not slavery if it serves the cause of freedom; concentration camps are not concentration camps, torture is not torture, chauvinism is not chauvinism. The supreme goal sanctifies everything done in its name. The bourgeoisie deceives the people in order to rule, but the socialist state, by its very nature, cannot deceive the people; its ostensible lies and deceptions are precisely that: ostensible only, because they serve the cause of truth and its future triumphs. Its deceit is not deceit. In a capitalist state, poverty is part of the ‘essence’ of social life; where there are pockets of plenty, they are merely a deceitful ploy by the rulers to pacify the masses. In a socialist state, ostensible poverty is only a means to future plenty; thus every instance of poverty is in fact potential plenty, just as lies are potential truth and tyranny potential freedom. A decline in the standard of living is in fact an increase if we keep in mind, as we must, the supreme goal, just as any rise in the standard of living in a capitalist country is in fact – ‘in essence’ – a decline, in that it serves to maintain bourgeois rule. Concretely, comrade; you must judge things concretely. You say that the introduction of school fees in a socialist country limits access to schools for the children of workers? On the contrary, it serves to improve socialist education and thus in fact – ‘essentially’ and in view of the supreme goal – broadens access to education. You say that displacing an entire nation by force and expelling it from its land violates the principle of self-determination? But this is metaphysical reasoning. The displacement safeguards socialist power, which upholds the principle of national self-determination; ‘essentially’, therefore, it does not violate this principle, but, on the contrary, defends and strengthens it.


This, then, is the myth of two sides to every question. Need one add that the principle of national self-determination realized through its violation can only be the purest humbug, and that it transforms the Supreme Goal into the Supreme Deception?


The Myth of ‘Relics’ and ‘Distortions’


The myth of the phrase ‘relics of the past’ and the word ‘distortions’ works somewhat differently. While the myth of two sides to every question justifies crimes, this one serves to identify the real criminal – the one who acts in the shadows. Things are sometimes rotten in the state of Denmark, or rather not exactly rotten, of course, but perhaps not quite perfect; there are temporary setbacks to be overcome before true perfection can be achieved. Sometimes, too, an abrupt political about-turn is required: yesterday’s watchwords must be condemned; decisions made an hour ago must be vehemently denounced. But at the same time it has to be explained that nothing has really changed: that the political ‘essence’ remains the same. This is where ‘distortions’ and ‘relics of the past’ come in useful. In prehistoric times, about a year ago, there was a debate about whether evil is ‘immanent’ in socialism: in other words, whether the evil that we see here and now is only a relic of the capitalist past or also a product of these new conditions and in part at least specific to socialism. Today this debate seems anachronistic, because it presupposes that our historical present is the genuine realization of socialism. And yet the myth of these words continues to function. No past evil, already condemned as such, can be accepted as the product of really existing socialism; it must be called a ‘distortion’ or a ‘relic’. Who would defend bureaucracy? Everyone has reasons enough to condemn it. But bureaucracy has no connection with the current system of government; it is a ‘distortion’. The ‘essence’ of the system of government is perfectly hale and hearty, and remains unchanged. If this is not evident to the observer, it is because his vision is shallow; he ‘skates on the surface of appearances’ and misses the ‘essence’. The ‘essence’ cannot be discerned through mere observation; it must be revealed through the insight provided by abstraction, which will show that in reality, the appearance of terror conceals perfect freedom, just as the rule of law lies behind the appearance of bureaucracy and perfect equality reigns behind the appearance of hierarchy. Everything can be explained by philosophical reasoning if this latter is armed with the categories of ‘essence’ and ‘appearance’. Shallow critics might latch on to ‘distortions’ and ‘relics’ – the mere journalist, in his thoughtlessness and frivolity, is incapable of seeing beyond them – but the deeper insight of the philosopher and politician can skim off the external froth of appearances and grasp the reality beneath: the pristine, untouched, unpolluted root of socialism. Therefore politicians need philosophers, who by judicious use of the myth of ‘distortions’ and ‘relics’ can indefinitely prolong the belief in the untainted and ever vital, albeit invisible, essence of socialism. ‘Distortions’ and ‘relics’ provide an unsurpassed moral and intellectual refuge: they allow us to dispense with any analysis of social phenomena, explain everything that needs to be explained and build up an eminently convenient picture of the criminal – the criminal known in advance to be responsible for all the evils which have, will and may come to pass, always triumphantly, in socialism. Glory to the philosophers.


The Myth of Unity


Finally we come to that king of myths: the myth of unity. The principle of the unity of the workers’ movement as a condition of its effectiveness has a long history, but one that has not always survived in that movement’s social memory; we sometimes even forget that Bolshevism began as a break-off faction. Stalinism made the watchword of unity into an instrument of permanent blackmail, used by the ruling bureaucracy against the movement; this latter, unable to maintain itself as an organic whole, was transformed into an atomized mass with no political life or will of its own and subordinated to the uncontrolled decisions of the ruling oligarchy. Thus was bureaucratic unity born: the unity of a heap of stones flung into a sack and bound together with the string of military discipline. This kind of unity has its advantages, especially for those who hold the string: a sack of stones can be used to smash skulls. If, in addition, the stones can be made to believe that they are acting of their own free will and towards a worthy and noble end, the myth has achieved its goal. Unity achieved through the total annihilation of political life does indeed make significant differences of opinion within the Party impossible, for the simple reason that there are no opinions to have differences about. All political life is concentrated within the (ever narrowing) circle of the ruling leadership, which enjoys absolute freedom of action.


Another type of unity is created when, as the result of a crisis or shock of some kind, genuine political life suddenly blossoms in a bureaucratized and atomized party: when the stones in the sack begin to speak with human voices and the Party is faced with divisions and dissent. Not long ago a split in the international communist movement seemed likely before the week was out. It was averted – and the blood runs cold at the thought of the means whereby this was achieved. But where powerful forces are at work to maintain the movement in a state of rotting stagnation, the watchword of unity is fatal. Unity in such a situation is the unity of a gangrenous organism with its gangrene; appeals for it are in practice tantamount to appeals for the toleration of the movement’s most reactionary currents – currents which always seek ways of maintaining their toxic enclaves within it, endangering the life of the whole. An artificially maintained façade of unity cannot survive in conditions where a consciousness of moral and political crisis has seeped through and taken root, irreversibly. No one could now re-impose unity on the sack-of-stones principle. The present appearance of unity bears more resemblance to a haystack which spontaneously starts smouldering from inside and at some unexpected moment will burst into flame. The slogan of unity has ceased to exert its hypnotic and paralysing influence. It has become the weapon of those who are terrified by the prospect of a battle of ideas, in which they would inevitably be exposed; of those who would come plummeting down from their paper Olympian heights in any system of power that was subject to social control; of those whose utter vapidity harmonizes nicely with their unthinking reliance upon doctrine, just as their love of power fits with their sergeant-major style and their anti-Semitism with their fondness for military dictatorship. They like appealing for unity – unity imposed with the aid of cudgels and gags.


And so for a number of years we worked hard to discredit the idea of socialism as thoroughly as possible. Happily, we were successful only in part, though there are plenty of forces which continue to pursue this aim with admirable consistency. For a long time identification of the idea of socialism with the most unfortunate forms of its implementation has led to a state of affairs in which one of the chief tasks is explaining to everyone that socialism as a system of organizing society has never been implemented anywhere in the world, and that the idea of building socialism in one underdeveloped country is the costliest utopia in the history of mankind. Belief in this utopia, and attempts to realize it, became the main source of the mythology whose logic is laid out above.


We are now witnessing the funeral of this mythology. At the same time it is the moral funeral of those forms of the revolutionary movement which have proved incapable of spearheading social progress. But it is not an ordinary funeral. It is horrifying and grotesque, for the corpse, unaware of its own death and convinced that it is at the head of a joyful demonstration, continues enthusiastically shouting slogans and hitting out at those in the funeral procession, provoking macabre laughter. But the death of gods has some singular features, not met with in ordinary life. When we make our farewells to a dying person, it is with an unshakeable certainty that we shall not meet again. Farewells to gods are riskier; one can never be entirely certain that they will not return in a new incarnation. And their reincarnation skills are astonishing. Revolutions topple emperors, but history teaches that often a true child of the revolution will place the imperial crown on his head and then issue a decree forbidding the masses to sing ‘ça ira!’ The death of gods has its disturbing and dangerous side.


But it also has an optimistic side. The death of gods is the liberation of man – always partial and imperfect, and, like childbirth, often painful, violent and brutal, and yet always to be welcomed.


We are back where we started. Back at the point where the political and theoretical work of reviving a workers’ movement that is viable and capable of evolving must begin anew; once again faced with the need to analyse contemporary society so that a new revolutionary humanism can be created, based on the forces of the working class and an adequate knowledge of the modern world. Back at the point described by a well-known French nursery rhyme:


Si cette histoire vous amuse


Nous allons la recommencer;
Si au contraire elle vous ennuie
Nous allons la répéter.


1956


This essay was seized by the censor and remained unpublished in Poland until after the fall of communism.


 


* Andrei Zhdanov, a leading Soviet ideologue under Stalin, known principally for his condemnation of ‘bourgeois literature’, his imposition of socialist realism, later known as the ‘Zhdanov doctrine’, and his persecution of writers in the 1940s.




What is Socialism?


We intend to tell you what socialism is. But first we must tell you what it is not – and our views on this matter were once very different from what they are at present.


Here, then, is what socialism is not:


–  a society in which someone who has committed no crime sits at home waiting for the police;


–  a society in which it is a crime to be the brother, sister, son, or wife of a criminal;


–  a society in which some people are unhappy because they say what they think and others are unhappy because they do not;


–  a society in which some people are better off because they do not think at all;


–  a society in which some people are unhappy because they are Jews and others are happier because they are not;


–  a state whose soldiers are the first to set foot in the territory of another country;


–  a state where people are better off because they praise their leaders;


–  a state where one can be condemned without trial;


–  a society whose leaders appoint themselves;


–  a society in which ten people live in one room;


–  a society that has illiterates and plague epidemics;


–  a state that does not permit travel abroad;


–  a state that has more spies than nurses and more room in prisons than in hospitals;


–  a state where the number of bureaucrats increases more quickly than that of workers;


–  a state where people are compelled to lie;


–  a state where people are compelled to steal;


–  a state where people are compelled to commit crimes;


–  a state that possesses colonies;


–  a state whose neighbours curse geography;


–  a state that produces superb jet planes and lousy shoes;


–  a state where cowards are better off than the courageous;


–  a state where defence lawyers are usually in agreement with the prosecution;


–  a tyranny, an oligarchy, a bureaucracy;


–  a society where vast numbers of people turn to God to comfort them in their misery;


–  a state that gives literary prizes to talentless hacks and knows better than painters what kind of painting is the best;


–  a nation that oppresses other nations;


–  a nation that is oppressed by another nation;


–  a state that wants all its citizens to have the same views on philosophy, foreign policy, the economy, literature, and morality;


–  a state whose government determines the rights of its citizens but whose citizens do not determine the rights of their government;


–  a state in which one is responsible for one’s ancestors;


–  a state in which some people earn forty times as much as others;


–  a system of government that is opposed by the majority of the governed;


–  one isolated country;


–  a group of underdeveloped countries;


–  a state that employs nationalist slogans;


–  a state whose government believes that nothing matters more than its being in power;


–  a state that makes pacts with criminals and adapts its worldview to these pacts;


–  a state that wants its foreign ministry to shape the worldview of all mankind at any given moment;


–  state that is not very good at distinguishing between slavery and liberation;


–  a state that gives free rein to proponents of racism;


–  a state that currently exists;


–  a state with private ownership of the means of production;


–  a state that considers itself socialist solely because it has abolished private ownership of the means of production;


–  a state that is not very good at distinguishing between social revolution and armed invasion;


–  a state that does not believe that people under socialism should be happier than people elsewhere;


–  a society that is very sad;


–  a caste system;


–  a state whose government always knows the will of the people before it asks them;


–  a state where people can be pushed around, humiliated, and ill-treated with impunity;


–  a state where a certain view of world history is obligatory;


–  a state whose philosophers and writers always say the same things as the generals and ministers, but always after the latter have said them;


–  a state where city maps are state secrets;


–  a state where the results of parliamentary elections can always be unerringly predicted;


–  a state where slave labour exists;


–  a state where feudal bonds exist;


–  a state that has a monopoly on telling its citizens all they need to know about the world;


–  a state that thinks freedom amounts to obedience to the state;


–  a state that sees no difference between what is true and what it is in its interest for people to believe;


–  a state where a nation can be transplanted in its entirety from one place to another, willy-nilly;


–  a state in which the workers have no influence on the government;


–  a state that believes it alone can save mankind;


–  a state that thinks it has always been right;


–  a state where history is in the service of politics;


–  a state whose citizens are not permitted to read the greatest works of contemporary literature, or to see the greatest contemporary works of art, or to hear the best contemporary music;


–  a state that is always exceedingly pleased with itself;


–  a state that claims the world is very complicated, but in fact believes that it is very simple;


–  a state where you have to go through an awful lot of suffering before you can see a doctor;


–  a state that has beggars;


–  a state that is convinced that no one could ever invent anything better;


–  a state that believes that everyone simply adores it, although the opposite is true;


–  a state that governs according to the principle oderint dum metuant;


–  a state that decides who may criticize it and how;


–  a state where one is required each day to say the opposite of what one said the day before and to believe that one is always saying the same thing;


–  a state that does not like it at all when its citizens read old newspapers;


–  a state where many ignorant people are considered scholars;


–  a state where the content of all the newspapers is the same;


–  a state whose government wants to control all forms of social organization;


–  a state where there are many decent and courageous people, but a study of the politics of its government will not allow you to discover this;


–  a state that does not like it at all when its regime is analysed by scholars, but is very happy when this is done by sycophants;


–  a state that always knows better than its citizens where the happiness of every one of its citizens lies;


–  a state that, while not sacrificing anything for any higher principles, nevertheless believes that it is the leading light of progress.


That was the first part. And now, pay attention, because we are going to tell you what socialism is. Here is what socialism is:


Socialism is a system that . . . But what’s the point of going into all these details? It’s very simple: socialism is just a really wonderful thing.


1956


This essay was seized by the censor and the student journal for which it had been written was closed down. The essay was then pinned up on a bulletin board at Warsaw University until – very shortly afterwards – the authorities took it down. From then on underground copies of it were circulated. It remained unpublished in Poland until after the fall of communism.




Communism as a Cultural Force


There is a Polish joke about a little girl who is told at school to write an essay entitled, ‘Why I love the Soviet Union.’ Uncertain of the answer, she asks her mother: ‘Mummy, why do I love the Soviet Union?’ ‘What are you talking about,’ cries her mother, ‘the Soviets are criminals, nobody loves them, everybody hates them!’ She asks her father. ‘What sort of rubbish are you talking now,’ he says, growing angry, ‘they are the oppressors whose troops are occupying our country, the whole world loathes them!’ Distressed, the girl asks several other adults the same question, but receives the same reply from all of them. In the end she writes: ‘I love the Soviet Union because nobody else does.’


I would like to proceed in more or less the same manner as the girl. I would like, namely, to consider a question that is seldom seriously considered (except in communist propaganda, but even there its authors don’t take it seriously): communism as a source of cultural inspiration in this century. Anthropologists generally use the word ‘culture’ in a neutral, non-value-laden sense, to denote the various systems of communication particular to a given society: law, tradition, educational institutions, the mechanisms of power, religious belief, art, family relationships, sexual norms, etc.; and all these are things that can of course be described without any value judgements and without presupposing that some cultures are higher or lower than others. In this sense of the word, Mayakovsky’s poems are as much a part of communist culture as the lifeless jargon of a hack from any provincial propaganda department; so are the pictures produced by Maoist artists (which still have a long way to go before they attain the standards of American comic strips), just as much as the classics of Chinese painting. But I have in mind ‘culture’ in a much more limited sense, and one that does presuppose certain value judgements. I have in mind, namely: (1) works that are original works of literature, art, or scholarship in the humanities, not attempts to copy already existing models; and (2) works of which it is safe to say that they have been absorbed into, and become integral elements of, that culture which is co-extensive with what we traditionally call the ‘Christian world’, and which grew out of Greek, Roman, Jewish and Christian roots (Russia, even if in its politics it is perhaps closer to its Tatar traditions, does to a great extent belong to this sphere).


My question, then, is the following: how do we explain the fact that international communism, both where it was a ruling ideology and where it only aspired to power, has proved, at certain historical periods, culturally so fertile – able both to inspire works of genuine worth, still considered part of European civilization, and to attract such a significant following among the cultural elite, including some truly outstanding individuals? The question is worth considering because the destructive and anti-cultural function of communism is very well known to us all; indeed, and more importantly, there is good reason to believe – and this is what makes the question particularly interesting – that it was built into the system from the start. This aspect of communist rule has been widely described, so there is no need to go into it here. It is worth noting, however, that communism, in contrast to other tyrannies, past and present, performed its culture-destroying function not only, and not even mainly, by negative means, such as censorship, repression and prohibitions. Traditional tyrannies are less destructive insofar as their aim is limited to suppressing political opposition and eradicating from cultural life such elements as could pose a threat to their authority. As a rule such tyrannies limit their goals: they want to remain undivided and indestructible, but not necessarily to extend their control over all spheres of life. They can thus tolerate cultural expression if it is politically indifferent.


Communism, on the other hand, from the beginning conceived of itself as an all-embracing system of power; it seeks not only to eliminate threats to its existence but also to regulate all spheres of collective life, including ideology, literature, art, science, the family, even styles of dress. Such an ideal state of total control is of course extremely difficult to achieve; nevertheless, we can recall a time when the drive to achieve it was very strong, and ideological norms were established for everything: from the only correct view of the theory of relativity through the only correct kinds of music to the width of trousers that uniquely satisfied the requirements of socialist life. The most impressive results in this drive towards omni-regulation were achieved by the People’s Republic of China; the Soviet Union during the last years of the Stalin era also did very well, though its results were not quite so outstanding. A partial retreat from this ideal was imposed by the pressures of reality; the abandonment of ideological criteria in the natural sciences was one such example. Other laws proved too troublesome to enforce, for instance those that concerned modes of dress. In most of the Soviet Union’s European protectorates, and particularly in Poland, regulation never achieved such levels; not, however, because the principle itself was abandoned, but rather because the extent to which it can be implemented depends on the strength of the apparatus of power when confronted with the natural tendencies of social life. In this regard Poland was for many years, and indeed still is today, closer to the model of a traditional tyranny than to that of a totalitarian regime, for its ruling apparatus concentrates mainly on negative means of control, such as censorship and repressive measures against the opposition and people it considers politically suspect; it does not attempt, or does so very feebly and ineffectually, to impose ideological norms on cultural life. This is not, needless to say, because of any benevolent intentions on its part, merely because of its weakness.


This, however, is not what I want to discuss here; on the contrary, the object of my interest is communism as a culturally active force. That it was such a force seems unquestionable. Talented writers like Mayakovsky, Yesenin, Babel, Pilnyak, Fadeyev and Ehrenburg; outstanding film directors such as Eisenstein and Pudovkin; avant-garde painters such as Malevich, Dejneka, Rodchenko and for a short while even Chagall – all these, and a significant part of the intelligentsia, identified themselves ideologically with the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. The later fates of this quite considerable body of artists and writers were varied, as we know: some killed themselves, others were killed by executioners; a few prostituted their talents to the new tyrant or ended their days idle and embittered. In the 1920s communism also attracted a number of Western intellectuals, including members of the literary and artistic avant-garde: Aragon, Éluard, and Picasso were Communist Party members all their lives, as were many other people of unquestionable distinction in France, Italy and Germany. Even in countries where communism never established itself as a political force of any significance, such as the US or Great Britain, the number of intellectuals, writers, and artists who at some stage, for varying lengths of time, had been, if not CP members, then Trotskyite or Stalinist sympathizers, is impressive. The same can be said of the intelligentsia in Mexico and Brazil. In inter-war Poland, where the political influence of communism was marginal (although more noticeable in the trade-union movement) and naturally checked by its associations with a country that was an age-old enemy, it still managed to attract a certain number of genuine artists: Broniewski, Jasieński, Wandurski, Wat, Zegadłowicz, and Kruczkowski, or intellectuals like Stefan Czarnowski (in the later years of his life), Nowakowski and Natalia Gasiorowska. In the first decade after the Second World War the communist government enjoyed the support of a considerable number of writers and artists, many of them outstanding. The same was true in Czechoslovakia and Hungary.


There is no need to multiply examples and names; the list is long. It is indisputable that in certain historical conditions communism not only exerted a powerful attraction for a great number of artists, but also inspired many works of art which had a major impact on the artistic and intellectual life of this century. Thus it was not only a distinct form of civilization, one that devastated and continues in its attempts to devastate Europe’s historical continuity, destroying spiritual expression wherever its influence reaches, but also a source of energy which inspired that expression.


The least plausible and most naive way of explaining this is by generalizations of the type, ‘People are easily deceived, easily corrupted and intimidated, and this is the secret of communism’s success.’ Dismissing the history of communism with such formulas is as easy as it is futile, even counter-productive, because it makes important historical phenomena impossible to understand. Furthermore, such formulas have the advantage that they can be applied to anything we don’t like or are outraged by; their all-explanatory power betrays their uselessness. The history of communist culture is not so easily accounted for; it consisted of social processes which should be analysed as such, not as the suspect motivations of individuals. If the question could be disposed of so simply, it would be impossible to explain why communist governments today, with all the instruments of deception, corruption, and intimidation still at their disposal, have entirely lost not only the ability to stimulate artistic and intellectual creativity, but also the power to attract cultural elites; and that they lost this ability not only within their sphere of power but also outside it, in Europe and America. How is it that Stalin could build up such support among intellectuals while present regimes, less cruel and bloodthirsty, cannot? Why do various other revolutionary and despotic regimes lack this ability? Fascism and Hitlerism were pure destroyers of culture and left nothing but desolation in their wake; and although they aroused the sympathy of a few members of Western cultural elites (Heidegger, Ezra Pound, Céline and Knut Hamsun to name the best known), they proved extremely weak in this respect when compared with Stalinism.


In only one important discipline did communism prove completely barren, and that is philosophy. Official Soviet philosophy has left nothing of note; its history could be studied only as an example of the inevitable debasing of the intellect when it is reduced to being a servile instrument of the Party. Lukács and Bloch, two genuinely interesting thinkers who are still studied, are only partial counterexamples. Lukács is worth reading as a rare example of an outstanding thinker who throughout his life, despite conflicts and disagreements, put his intellect at the service of a tyrant; his books inspire no interesting thought and are considered ‘things of the past’ even in Hungary, his native country. The only components of Bloch’s thought that might conceivably be of some interest are those that have little connection with communism, or even with Marxism. In Poland and Czechoslovakia, too, the philosophy produced by the spirit of communism is a rubbish heap – though to archeologists even rubbish heaps can be of interest.


Communism has a centuries-old history. Even in its earliest guise – the utopian literature of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment (often religiously inspired, invoking the Apostolic community of goods which condemned private property as a sin) – it betrayed its incurable contradictions. These utopias were at the same time egalitarian and despotic; they promoted the ideal of perfect equality, but also rule by an enlightened elite to safeguard this equality. Communism, which came on the scene not just as a literary genre but as a political movement, had its roots in the Jacobin Left. Here the contradiction between equality, considered the supreme and absolute value, and freedom, was even more prominent: the ideal society was to be at the same time strictly egalitarian and despotically governed – a squaring of the circle. In the nineteenth century, the century of Marx, which witnessed the birth and growth of the modern socialist movement, communism did not find fertile soil in which to flourish. It had developed some theoretical offshoots, but it scarcely existed as a political movement; the First International was far from being its organ; Marx himself, despite his theoretical authority, was insignificant as a political activist; and the socialist parties of the Second International, although sometimes in conflict and split into factions, in their overwhelming majority (and this included Marxists) believed in the legitimacy of democratic institutions and in cultural freedom. Social criticism in the nineteenth-century novel was strongly developed and sometimes very sharp, but it had no connection with communism.


Modern communism in the proper sense was born at the beginning of the twentieth century, in the form of Lenin’s faction. Until the First World War its influence within the socialist movement was nugatory outside Russia; the fact that it was a completely new ideological and political phenomenon, not merely a tactical or doctrinal faction within a movement, went unheeded for a long time, and gradually began to become apparent only after 1910. The movement made no secret of its embryonic despotism; its totalitarian potential was present at birth. If it managed, in time, to harness the revolutionary wave in Russia and establish itself on its crest, this was, admittedly, owing to an exceptional series of historical accidents, but not only to these. It was also thanks to an ability that later, in more developed form, became the keystone of Soviet success: the ability to absorb and assimilate all major social grievances and turn them to its advantage.
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