
[image: Cover: Soviet Tragedy, by Martin Malia]


The Soviet Tragedy

History of Socialism in Russia, 1917-1991

Martin Malia

The Free Press

New York London Toronto Sydney






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







To Poland’s Solidarity, which began the task of dismantling Communism in 1980, and to Democratic Russia, which finished the job in 1991. The two movements worked in a liberal democratic spirit rarely realized in the painful liberation struggle of the Eastern half of Europe but on this occasion triumphant, a spirit first invoked by the Decembrists and Alexander Herzen with the watchword za nashu i vashu volnost (“for our freedom and yours”).

Some of the leaders of these two groups I was privileged to call friends during the course of that struggle. Indeed, this book had its inception in a request from certain of them to suggest Western Sovietological literature that might illuminate their plight and point the way out. But since most of this literature in effect sent the message that they should mute their dissidence and wait on the good graces of the system to reform itself, the only way I could meet my friends’ request was by subjecting Western Sovietology to the critical examination offered in these pages.

Nor has such a critique been rendered superfluous by the collapse of 1989-1991, for recent events demonstrate that the liberation of the Eastern half of Europe from the Soviet heritage is far from complete, and Western voices will continue to be heard advising retention of the “viable” part of that heritage. Shreds of the poisoned tunic of Nessus that Communism once was still cling, though now with a “democratic socialist” dye, to the emaciated bodies of the nations it enfolded for so long.






PREFACE

For much of its history Communist Russia was perceived by the outside world to be, in Winston Churchill’s famous characterization, a “riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma.” This verdict was later moderated by an American ambassador to Moscow to yield the judgment that “Soviet Russia is not a mystery; it is only a secret.” With the collapse of 1989-1991, the world that Lenin and Stalin built was no longer even a secret. The intimate record of seventy-four years of utopian experimentation is an open book for all to read.

Soviet history is now for the first time really history, and this closure permits us to see the pattern or “logic” of its life course. The present study is an effort to delineate this pattern and to probe the dynamic driving it.

What follows, therefore, is first of all a survey narrative of the evolution of Sovietism over seventy-four years as the system moved from its origins to its end. But even more, this study is an extended essay in analysis and interpretation of the Soviet phenomenon. For we did not perceive that phenomenon directly, but only as through a glass darkly. This was so in part because until almost the end Soviet reality was indeed a well-kept secret, and in part because its universalistic socialist pretensions made it an object of perturbing attraction or repulsion to the rest of the planet.

Thus, Western observers in talking about Communist Russia were almost always talking, if only indirectly, about Western problems and politics as well, a circumstance that made Soviet studies the most impassioned field of the social sciences. This passion focused on the issue of whether the Soviet Union was a unique “totalitarianism,” and therefore beyond democratic redemption, or instead was a variant of universal “modernity,” and therefore capable of true civilization. Nor did the application of the purportedly value-free categories of social science make the task of resolving this issue any easier. For the very use of such categories constituted a value judgment since they necessarily presupposed the Soviet system to be a social mechanism like any other.

The present book, therefore, is above all an effort to come to terms with the concepts and categories with which the West has attempted to decode the late Soviet enigma. In this sense, it is not only a chronicle of the Soviet tragedy, but also a commentary on much of twentieth-century intellectual history and on the contemporary world’s quest for the just society. Given the worldwide role of Soviet socialism, however, the historical autopsy of the experiment and this ideological commentary cannot be disentangled. Yet, given also that the experiment is now a closed historical episode, it should at last be possible to conduct the two inquiries with greater realism than in the past. The task of this book is to effect this conceptual transvaluation.I

I. The system of transliteration of Russian terms used here is that of the Library of Congress with a few modifications: “Ya” and “Ye” at the beginning of such now familiar names as Yakovlev and Yeltsin, and “y” at the end of such older familiar names as Dostoevsky or Trotsky. The soft sign is omitted.






Introduction THE HISTORICAL ISSUESA Time for Judgment



Marxism has been the greatest fantasy of our century.

—Leszek Kolakowski

God, how sad our Russia is!

—Aleksandr Pushkin, anent Gogol’s Dead Souls

And along the legendary quay

Approached, not the calendar—

But the real Twentieth Century.

—Anna Akhmatova, anent St. Petersburg, winter 1913



The Soviet socialist revolution was the great utopian adventure of the modern age. Yet, like Janus or the two-headed Russian eagle, this experiment offered to mankind a dual face. To millions it meant the hope of socialism, and to other millions the terror of totalitarianism; but to all it posed a challenge, and no one could escape its fascination. For over seventy years, Marx’s “spectre of Communism” in truth haunted the world. Men everywhere had to take a stand for or against the experiment in Russia and measure their domestic politics against its universalistic pretensions. The Soviet spectre thus became the great polarizing force of twentieth-century politics, giving a harsher, redder meaning to the Left and, in answer, hyperradicalizing the Right as well.

It is the positive face of the experiment that first made the affairs of the Soviet Union the affairs of all mankind. For after October 1917, Russia was not just another country: It was the world’s “first workers’ state” and history’s “first socialist society.” The land of Lenin thus acquired universal import; for full socialism—not the half-way approximations of Western social democracy—is, at least in aspiration, the acme of democratic equality. And who, in the modern age, can be against equality?

The negative face of Sovietism emerged only progressively, as the dictatorship of the proletariat turned first into the dictatorship of the Party and then into the dictatorship of Stalin, and finally as the resulting totalitarian system expanded into a global, threatening super-power. For throughout its seven decades the Soviet Union was never integrated into the international system as just another state. Thus, the negative consequences of the experiment, though they might be explained by the pressures of capitalist hostility, fascism, and war, also raised the more basic—and for some agonizing—question of whether there was a necessary link between the socialist and totalitarian guises of the Soviet Janus. Was the degeneration of Communism produced by the outside world’s hostility and Russian backwardness or by the nature of the Marxist-Leninist project itself? Did the experiment become totalitarian despite it being socialist or because it was socialist?

Then, after seven decades of tension with the external world, the experiment, spectral to the end, concluded with the greatest social disaster of the modern age. In an event without historical precedent, after forty-five years of peace the Soviet superpower suffered the structural equivalent of defeat in total war. Its backbone, the Communist Party, disintegrated; the Soviet state itself dissolved; and its economy wound up as flattened as those of Germany and Japan in 1945. Indeed, the collapse was such that Russia and the world, for an indefinite future, will be as engrossed with the consequences of the disaster as they once were with the vicissitudes of the experiment.



The heavy heritage of October thus spans, in fact demarcates, Anna Akhmatova’s “real Twentieth Century.” For centuries are not neatly bounded by round centennial dates; rather, they are defined by long-term political and cultural patterns. Europe’s nineteenth century of general peace, economic development, and democratic progress extended from the end of the great French Revolutionary and Napoleonic crisis in 1815 to the outbreak of an even broader world crisis in 1914. Likewise it has often been asserted that the First World War inaugurated our own somber century. Its terminal date has now been revealed by the collapse of Communism and the end of the Cold War in the years 1989-1991. It was only then that we knew that our “short twentieth century” was at last over.1

But this short century was also an exceptionally violent and a tragic one. Appropriately, both of the great prophets of our century’s most mesmerizing ideology, Hegel and Marx, had as a favorite author the “father of tragedy,” Aeschylus. And the burden of Aeschylus’ Oresteia is that crime begets crime, and violence violence, until the first crime in the chain, the original sin of the genus, is expiated through accumulated suffering. In similar fashion, it was the blood of August 1914, acting like some curse of the Atridae on the house of modern Europe, that generated the chain of international and social violence that has dominated the modern age. For the violence and carnage of the war were incommensurate with any conceivable gain, and for any party.

The war itself produced the Russian Revolution and the Bolshevik seizure of power; its outcome led to a humiliated, revanchist, and ultimately Nazi Germany, as well as to a Fascist Italy. By the 1930s, these three “dictatorships,” as they were then called, had between them ideologized and polarized world politics in a hitherto unknown manner, while at the same time eclipsing the power and dividing the societies of the beleaguered constitutional democracies of the Atlantic West.

The Second World War was a direct consequence of the First, and continued the fatal spiral. Begun as Hitler’s attempt to undo the defeat of 1918, this new round of bloodshed instead brought Stalin’s power into the heart of Europe, and at the same time led to Communist victories in East Asia, thus at last making Leninism a global force. This great Red breakthrough in turn caused the United States to become a countervailing power against Communism, thereby producing still another ideologically polarized struggle: the Cold War. Finally, this hair-trigger yet nonviolent contest between the United States-cum-NATO and the heirs to a now imperial October lasted forty-five years—until the Soviet system collapsed under the strain and gave up the ghost.

So at the end of our centenary cycle, in 1989-1991, the furies unleashed in 1914 were finally appeased. The field was thus left free for the as yet unknown forces of the twenty-first century, which, whatever else it may be, will at least be post–Communist. But what is sure is that post–Communism’s beginning will be dominated by digging out from under the rubble—to use Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s metaphor—left over from the experiment. And the magnitude of this task will be on a scale with the earlier Soviet endeavor.



Together with our short twentieth century, Soviet history, too, is now over. Post-Communist Russia will, of course, remain a major European state and international power, but Leninism, with its world-historical pretensions, is finished. For the first time it is possible to see Soviet Communism as a closed historical episode, with a clear beginning, a middle, and an end. Until 1989-1991, in assessing the erstwhile Soviet enigma, we were always somewhere in medias res, and our analyses of Soviet development were accordingly governed by a range of expectations as to how the experiment might turn out. Now that we know the real denouement of the drama the guessing game is over, and most of what we believed we understood about the story’s beginning and middle appears far from the mark indeed. Hence, the real process of assessing the Soviet adventure can at last begin: to draw on the historicist wisdom of Hegel, “the owl of Minerva takes flight only as the shades of night are falling.”2

Because the Soviet adventure ended in disaster, its trajectory since 1917 can be understood only as tragedy. October was just as much a curse of the Atridae as was August: The initial violence of the Bolshevik seizure of power was multiplied many times over as the regime remolded a recalcitrant Russian reality by constant coercion from above. The resulting tragedy is all the more complete because it was produced by the quest for that perfection of justice, equality, and peace which is “socialism,” and for that summum of Promethean technological power which defines “modernity.” For we should not forget that the aim of October was nothing less than to raise mankind, as Marx put it, “from the realm of necessity to the realm of freedom.” We can only understand the Soviet tragedy under the sign of this paradox—that it takes a great ideal to produce a great crime.



What did we think we understood about Soviet history before we reached its end? It is always true that we observe the world through the filter of our analytical concepts and categories. But since direct observation of the self-isolated Soviet Union was so difficult, we were particularly prone to see it as through a glass darkly—indeed through a double glass of political ideology and social-science methodology.

To begin with the latter, in the forty-five years after the Second World War, Western Sovietology grew into an enormous, multidisciplinary enterprise, operating as a “value-free” science. And this investigative effort yielded what are indeed impressive empirical results. By the end of the 1980s, we had built up a vast corpus of literature staking out the details of the Soviet record in all domains, from economics to culture. In fact, we were so successful that during Gorbachev’s glasnost Soviet publishers took to translating key works of Western Sovietology to help fill in the “blank spots” of their own knowledge. Where the Sovietological enterprise went awry, however, was in making the transition from the details to the deeper dynamic driving Soviet reality.

Briefly put, the Soviet Union portrayed by Western social science represented a variant of “modernity,” rough-hewn no doubt, yet in significant measure a success. Most specialists agreed, further, that the system was “stable”; and they considered it normal that it should constitute one of the two great poles of international affairs. Moreover (since ideology could never be entirely excluded from value-free social science), many specialists suggested that the Soviet Union’s “mature industrial society” might yet realize its underlying socialist potential. In short, we were presented with a Soviet system that was viable, durable, and, for some, downright promising—and so it was clear that we should all adjust to living with it for good. In consequence, no one was prepared for the system’s brusque demise.

Now, it would be too much to expect that anyone should have predicted the precise form of the crash of 1989-1991; and, of course, no one did. Even the dissidents of Eastern Europe, such as the leaders of Poland’s Solidarity, who all along saw the system as it really was, were surprised when the moment of their liberation came. But it is not too much to expect that our categories of explanation should be able to account for the collapse of Communism once it has occurred, and on this score mainstream Sovietology clearly fails. Worse still, before the collapse, its theories often intimated, and at times explicitly predicted, the opposite of the actual outcome. Most of our usual “models” presented us with a Soviet system which, although it might not be eternal, was at least permanent: an “urban, industrial, educated” society, as the litany went, that was as much a going concern as its “capitalist” adversary. To be sure, a number of observers, particularly dissidents living under the system, did perceive that it was too fatally flawed to be reformed, but they were usually dismissed by social-science Sovietology. Thus almost everyone, on both the Left and the Right, took Soviet prowess with too grim a seriousness, whether as an ideal or as an adversary.



How could so many have been so wrong about so much for so long? The most general answer is not to be found in Sovietology as such, but in the broader social-science culture through which it perceived its subject. The beginning of systematic study of the Soviet system in the wake of the Second World War coincided with what might be called the behavioral revolution in Western universities. The disciplines of economics, political science, anthropology, and sociology, in gestation since various times in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, at last came together in separate faculties of social science and in specialized research institutes to form a third great area of learning alongside the natural sciences and humanities; this development also transformed the venerable discipline of history. All of these disciplines shared, to some degree, the ambition of making the study of man and society as exact and as scientific as possible, an enterprise very much in the positivist spirit of Auguste Comte—though not, of course, in accordance with his precise doctrines. The methodologies of this arsenal of disciplines were soon brought to bear on the burgeoning study of Soviet “society” with the inadequate results that we have seen.

A first reason for this failure is that all of our great social-science theories were devised before the Soviet system came on the scene. To begin with Marx, there is no more misleading guide to understanding Soviet realities than his division of society into a dominant socioeconomic base and a derivative political and cultural superstructure, since in the Soviet situation the relationship between the two is exactly reversed. Nor is Emile Durkheim, for all his commitment to socialism, any more helpful with his categories of “organic solidarity” and “moral” social organization as answers to modern “anomie.” Max Weber, though quite aware of the importance of the market, nonetheless held the rather Prussian idea that the essence of capitalism was “legal-rational bureaucracy”: he therefore expected that socialism, when and if its day came, would simply carry the rational modern order a step further by replacing the market and private property with hyperbureaucratic planning—at best a half-insight.3 The only one of the classic theorists who is truly relevant to the Soviet experience is Alexis de Tocqueville—but the reasons for this must await the next chapter.

When, in the early to mid-twentieth century, the work of the great founders was amplified and institutionalized to produce academic social science, matters were not improved for coping with the Soviet phenomenon. In part this was because the still relatively sparse Soviet data were not fundamental to the new mix of disciplines. But the more important reason concerned the basic premise of the new behavioral culture. Crudely put, the idea of social science posits that, behind the obvious diversity of discrete social formations, something called “society” is the fundamental human reality, and that this “society” is basically the same everywhere, in the past no less than in the present. In other words, although there exist enormous differences in time and place among civilizations, all societies are ultimately governed by the same general laws of structure, function, and development: Were it otherwise, there could not be a science of society but only a jumble of ad hoc observations.

Two consequences follow from this basic assumption. First, culture is a set of “value systems” and thus essentially a function of interests; ideology and politics, therefore, are subsets of the more basic global entity of society. The Marxist dichotomy between superstructure and base is simply one, albeit probably the most influential, expression of this perspective. Thus, the very idea of social science is in some measure reductionist: Politics and ideology are merely reflections of the “social base.” Second, the pattern of Soviet development cannot be unique or sui generis, but must be essentially similar to that of other “modern” societies. And this view, once again, subordinates ideology and politics to social process. Thus social-science Sovietology has largely dismissed the Communist regime’s declared goal of “building socialism” as transitory utopianism or mere propaganda. As one famous essay put it, what Soviet history really added up to was a process of maturation “from utopia to development.”4

In this manner, Western Sovietology proceeded to foist on Soviet reality categories derived from a very different Western experience. The Leninist phenomenon was denatured, and the fantastic and surreal Soviet experience was rendered banal to the point of triviality. In the eyes of most Western social scientists the Soviet Union came to appear as “just another society,” different only in degree, but not in kind, from other “modern” nations. However, genuinely modernized nations do not disintegrate as the result of a bout of mere reform as the Soviet system did in 1989-1991. What should have been the great social-science case study of the modern age thus was botched, and will now (hopefully) prove to be the starting point for a reexamination of social-science premises.

And so social-science sophistication wound up getting Soviet reality backside to and upside down. As former Soviets used to say, their world was a “looking-glass world,” a reversed reflection of the real modernity of Western “capitalism.” Or, to adapt Marx’s characterization of Hegel’s idealism, the Soviet system was an “inverted world,” a world “standing on its head.” That is to say, it was a world where (contrary to Marx’s own sociology) ideology and politics formed the “base” of the system rather than its “superstructure,” and where socioeconomic arrangements derived secondarily from this Party base. Thus, commonsense Western social science, in its attempt to set the Soviet system on its socioeconomic feet, in fact stood it quite on its head. The aim of this book, therefore, is to set the inverted Soviet world right-side up by treating it as a structure that was by nature upside down. For in the world created by October we were never dealing in the first instance with a society; rather, we were always dealing with an ideocratic regime.



The West’s inverted perspective on Sovietism may be best illustrated by a look at the history of Western Sovietology. When serious Soviet studies got started in the wake of the Second World War, while Stalin was still in the Kremlin, the problem of understanding Sovietism appeared stark and simple. The prevailing view, which developed the positions of émigré Russian liberal historians, was this: October was not a proletarian revolution, but a coup d’état carried out by a monolithic and disciplined Bolshevik Party. This minority seizure of power was made possible only by the devastating impact of the First World War on the rickety political and social structures of Imperial Russia. The Revolution was therefore not a product of the logic of Russia’s historical processes, as Soviet Marxists would have it, but a brutal interruption of the country’s development towards constitutional democracy. More devastatingly still, Lenin’s Party dictatorship led logically to Stalinism, with its forced collectivization and institutionalized terror.

Since these practices resembled those of the contemporary “dictatorships” of Italy and Germany, the term “totalitarianism”—coined by Mussolini with a positive connotation to designate his new order and first applied in a negative sense to Stalin’s Russia by Trotsky—was taken up by Hannah Arendt and other refugees from Nazism to produce a general theory of perverse modernity and degenerate democracy.5 And they did so because the blander term “authoritarian,” serviceable, say, for a Salazar or a Chiang Kai-shek, simply would not do for the gruesome grandeur of Stalin, Hitler, or Mao.

Then, with Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization, the Soviet Union began to appear more prosaic; and in the course of the 1960s the “totalitarian model” was displaced by modernization theory. This perspective, which Raymond Aron once described as “Marxism with the class struggle left out,” held that the Soviet regime, behind its socialist rhetoric and the macabre trappings of Stalinism, was really a force for “development”—industrialization, urbanization, and mass education—like “authoritarian” regimes in other backward countries. Indeed, the Soviet case might be considered a model of “development economics” for the Third World. And some specialists even held that Soviet Russia would one day “converge” with Western industrial societies, thereby at last realizing its democratic potential and bringing to the new amalgam a socialist sensitivity to human needs that was lacking in the capitalist West. Or at least Russia might do this if the burden of the Cold War were lifted and the corresponding ideological justification—the “totalitarian model”—with its slanderous equivalence of Communism with Nazism, were refuted.

So modernization theory shaded off into a more ideological perspective, and the class struggle came creeping back in. It did so, however, on little cat feet, for this new socioeconomic approach was prosaically academic and positivistic, eschewing all overt value judgments. This new focus was in part due to a larger shift of scholarship at the time to a concern with the base of society and with ordinary people, a generally fruitful expansion of historical horizons best exemplified by the Annales school. The shift in focus was also due, however, to the hopes engendered by de-Stalinization and détente and to the need for a credible Soviet partner in arms control. So it soon became apparent that with modernization theory, no less than with the totalitarian model, a value-free approach to the value-laden pretensions of the Soviet experiment was as ever a contradiction in terms: Overall, one had to be either for or against the Specter.

Thus, for all its austere, empirical exterior, much of the new social history of the 1960s and 1970s in fact turned out to be an ideological effort to explain the Soviet system as the product of popular action, and hence as democratically legitimate. And this entailed a vehement repudiation of the state-centered totalitarian model. The resulting “revisionism” reversed its predecessor’s emphasis on politics and ideology, and gave priority instead to social and economic forces; it replaced “regime studies” with “social studies,” and purported to explain Soviet developments “from below,” as an expression of society, rather than “from above,” as an imposition of the state.



In this new historiography two major issues were at stake. The first was the legitimacy of the founding act of the regime, “Great October” itself, as a proletarian and socialist revolution. The second was the question of continuity or discontinuity between Lenin’s rule and that of Stalin. And both issues posed the further question of the Soviet regime’s capacity for democratic reform after Stalin—which was also the question of the viability of socialism anywhere.

If the Soviet regime originated in a genuinely popular revolution, then Stalin was an “aberration” from the Leninist norm, and the system thus had the capacity, despite a temporary detour into horror, to return to democratic and humane socialism. But if the system was born in a conspiratorial coup, then Stalin was Lenin writ large, and there was no democratic source to return to: Communism therefore could not be reformed; it had to be abolished. By the late 1960s Anglo-American historiography had by and large adopted the first, or “optimistic,” perspective and was consequently organized around these questions: What went wrong? When did it go wrong? How might it be set right? This historiography ignored the possibility that these might be false questions: that nothing went wrong with the Revolution, but rather that the whole enterprise, quite simply, was wrong from the start.

Thus after the mid-1960s Soviet history was systematically rewritten in the West from the “optimistic,” social perspective. Briefly, the conclusions of this endeavor run as follows: October was an authentic proletarian revolution, generated by class “polarization” between workers and capitalists, and not a minority coup d’état made possible only by the “accident” of the First World War.6 The Bolshevik Party in 1917 was not monolithic, but instead undisciplined, diverse, and therefore “democratic.”7 Lenin’s recourse to terror and to all-out nationalization during the War Communism of 1918-1921 were temporary expedients made necessary by the emergency of civil war; his true legacy was the “mixed” economy of the New Economic Policy, or NEP, of the 1920s, and Nikolai Bukharin was his legitimate heir.8 Thus Leninism was not totalitarian, and Stalin was excluded from the authentic canon of Bolshevik history. Indeed, the unity of the Communist phenomenon simply disappeared, and we were left with two totally separate entities, Bolshevism and Leninism on the one hand, and Stalinism on the other, as if there were no such continuing institution as the Party and no such abiding worldview as Marxism-Leninism.9

This, at least, was the main current of revisionism, and its cardinal point was the absolute separation of Lenin and October from Stalin. But there was a bolder school of revisionism that suggested that Stalinism, properly understood and pruned of some of its excesses, was the real fulfillment of Leninism. This school held that Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan also had democratic origins, in the form of a “cultural revolution” from within the Party and the working class against holdover “bourgeois specialists.” Moreover, the consequence of the Plan was massive “upward mobility” from the factory floor that culminated in the “Brezhnev generation.” In this view the whole revolutionary process could be summed up as “terror, progress, and social mobility,” with the modest overall cost in purge victims falling in the “low hundreds of thousands.”10I Finally, the politics of this mature Soviet Union was characterized by the interplay of “interest groups” in a pattern of “institutional pluralism,” just like in all other “developed societies.”11

This second revisionist school thus rejoined the totalitarian model’s emphasis on continuity between Lenin and Stalin, though with a positive evaluation of their consubstantiality. But the two principal strains of revisionism converged on one point: Gorbachev’s perestroika would at last produce the crowning of the edifice of Soviet modernity, and thus a return to the True October, with all aberrations overcome and all wrong things set aright.12

It is around these theological issues that revisionist scholarship largely turned during the two and one-half decades before the collapse. In the introduction to each new monograph, the totalitarian model was ritually excoriated, and the “T-word” was banished from polite academic discourse, its use viewed as virtual incitement to Cold War hostility towards the “Evil Empire.” By the onset of perestroika in 1985, a pall of political correctness had settled over the field.

And so revisionism wound up by presenting us with a twentieth-century Russia virtually without Communism, a Soviet Hamlet without the prince—and also without the tragedy.



After the Great Collapse of 1989-1991, it is apparent that the time has come for a reappraisal of the basic assumptions and the classic problems of Sovietology. To make this new departure, the best place to begin is with the evaluation of Communism that emerged in the East once the Soviet world started to crumble. Ironically, just when the word “totalitarianism” was being expunged from Western Sovietology around 1970, it became current in Eastern Europe; Hannah Arendt was translated in samizdat, and by the late 1980s, a label that was once considered calumny in Moscow was openly used by Soviet intellectuals to refer to the whole system, including its Leninist phase. Indeed Gorbachev himself, after his fall, adopted it to describe what he had been trying to undo. To be sure, the fact that after 1970 the forbidden term could be used at all indicated that the system was no longer total. So in recognition of this obvious fact, Eastern European intellectuals differentiated between what might be called the “high totalitarianism” of Stalin and the “classical,” or routine, totalitarianism of Brezhnev—“totalitarianism with its teeth kicked out,” in Adam Michnik’s phrase.13 In other words, they took a historical approach to defining this vexed concept, recognizing that there could be significant change without fundamental transformation under Communism.

No such sense of nuance marked the controversy over totalitarianism in Western Sovietology, where the debate was almost embarrassingly shallow. The origin of the controversy lay in circumstances as they stood at Stalin’s death. In 1956 the initial historical and philosophical approach of Hannah Arendt was codified and made into an abstract “model” by Carl J. Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski.14 In six famous points they defined totalitarian dictatorship as resting on (1) an elaborate ideology, (2) a single mass party, (3) terror, (4) a technologically conditioned monopoly of communication, (5) a monopoly of weapons, and (6) a centrally controlled economy. All of this, of course, is quite true, especially for high totalitarianism, though just as obviously it is not exhaustive. But this characterization is also static, in part because social-science models by their nature tend to ahistorical abstraction, and in part because the system by the end of Stalin’s reign had in fact become a frozen affair. In addition, the general totalitarian model does not distinguish adequately between ideologies of the Left and of the Right and their very different effects. Still, this model can easily be historicized to yield fruitful results when applied to concrete situations, as, notably, in the works of Merle Fainsod, Leonard Schapiro, and Adam Ulam, the three most notable empirical practitioners of the totalitarian approach.15 All the same, since the general concept is static, it was vulnerable to the obvious mellowing of the Soviet system in the decades after Stalin’s death.

But revisionism went too far in exploiting this vulnerability, and in correcting one error it fell into a worse one. This resulted from a conceptual confusion between quantity and quality, or between the degree of control under Sovietism and the nature of the system as such. Thus, since the extent of repression and the dimensions of the Gulag shrank drastically from Stalin to Khrushchev and Brezhnev, the conclusion was drawn that the regime had evolved from totalitarianism to some form of authoritarianism, say, on the model of Greece under the colonels or of Pinochet’s Chile. And so, if Khrushchev and Brezhnev could no longer terrorize their economic managers and military officers as Stalin had, then totalitarianism had given way to “pluralism,” and the monolithic Party had become a “coalition” of “interests.”

To be sure, the quantitative changes after Stalin were most real and, what is more, especially welcome to those who had to live under Sovietism. Nevertheless, those changes did not alter the central fact that the fundamental structures remained intact: the Party-state, the central plan, and the political police, operating through an interlocking directorate of Party cells at every level and orchestrated by ubiquitous agitprop, the whole subordinated to the single overriding goal of building and defending “real socialism.”

Eastern Europeans appropriated the cast-off Western concept of totalitarianism to designate just such a total system. For them, “totalitarian” did not mean that such regimes in fact exercised total control over the population (since this is impossible); instead, it meant that such control was their basic aspiration. It did not mean that such regimes were omnipotent in performance, but rather that they were omnicompetent in their institutional structure. In short, it was not Soviet society that was totalitarian; rather, it was the Soviet state. Thus revisionism largely directed its fire against a caricature of the totalitarian concept, indeed against a straw man. The result was to misconstrue the essence of Communism and to put an imaginary, make-believe Soviet Union in the place of the “really existing” article. And this was far worse than the totalitarian model’s overestimation of the extent of the system’s control over society, or of the degree of its staying power over time.

Nor is this quarrel over terminology a mere matter of labels. One of the major themes of Eastern European and Soviet dissidence after Stalin was the liberation of language from the ideological lexicon of the Party. For Solzhenitsyn in Russia, as for Adam Michnik in Poland, the first step toward the liberation of society was to “refuse to live according to the lie,” to call things by their real names and not by their ideological euphemisms. Similarly, “authoritarianism,” “pluralism,” “developmental dictatorship,” and tutti quanti social-science designations are grossly inadequate for the extraordinary, total phenomenon of Soviet Communism. The uniqueness of this phenomenon cries out for a separate and distinct designation, and the rude experience of the twentieth century has given us such a term. It is totalitarianism. To use any lesser, diluted name is to denature reality and to misrepresent what we are talking about.

By the same token, and again in accordance with Eastern European opinion, Sovietism must be seen as a unity from October onward, and as something radically different from anything that preceded it, whether in Russia or in the West. It is as unique in time as it is in the typology of societies. This uniqueness was borne home to the erstwhile subjects of Sovietism by the extraordinary manner of its demise. First, there was the totality of the collapse—ideological, political, economic—as if a total system could only end in total collapse. Second, there was the totality of the repudiation this collapse produced; all the institutions—Party, plan, police—all the icons, right back to Lenin and October, were explicitly deprecated and repudiated. And on all sides one heard that people wanted to return to a “normal society.”

But this, of course, was tantamount to saying that for the previous seventy-odd years they had lived in an abnormal society, the institutionalized phantasmagoria of “developed socialism” that was in fact a social theater of the absurd. And this sense of the fantastic quality of the Soviet experience is perhaps the central theme of the greatest “Soviet” literature: This is obviously true of the explicit masters of the fantastic (after the manner of Gogol), such as Mikhail Bulgakov, Andrei Platonov, Abram Tertz, and Aleksandr Zinoviev; it is also true of such neoclassicists as Anna Akhmatova and Osip Mandelshtam, all of whose writings came fully into their own and into open legality at the moment of the collapse.

Seen in this perspective, it should be apparent that for the past seven decades Russia has been anything but just another modernizing country. It has been, rather, the extraordinary adventure, for the first time in Western history, of attempting to put “utopia in power.”16 The utopia, of course, was never realized, but this is not the point. For applied utopias do not simply fail and fade away; through the law of unintended consequences, they lead, rather, to the emergence of a monstrous caricature of reality—a surreality.

The outcome of the Soviet experiment, therefore, is best understood as a perverse manifestation of what Hegel called the “cunning of reason,” by which he meant that historical actors are unwittingly yet purposefully led by a “logic” of events of which they themselves are unaware. So the Leninist adventure turned out to be what has been called a “mistake of Columbus”: the Party set sail for socialism but instead stumbled on Sovietism, thereby landing Russia in an inverted modernity. But this unforeseen landfall did, in fact, lead to the creation of a new politics, a new economics, and (almost) a new Soviet man. And this was indeed a “world-historical” achievement, as Hegel might have put it, though not the one that his disciples Marx and Lenin anticipated.

It is only in terms of this paradox that Soviet history can be understood at its deepest level. For the former Soviet Union, though clearly a failed utopia, was neither a developed nor a modern nation. It was, rather, something sui generis, a phenomenon qualitatively different from all other forms of despotism in this or in previous centuries.

But this fact returns us to the already noted paradox that until the very end most Sovietology saw a quite different Soviet Union, one whose balance sheet was, overall, positive. So we are confronted with a final and still deeper problem: How could the Soviets get away for so long, and in full view of the outside world, with what turned out to have been from the start a world-historical fraud? And how could they deceive themselves for so long that the fantastic enterprise of Bolshevism had produced the world-historical alternative to “capitalism”? Indeed, the supreme paradox of the experiment is that never before in Western history has such a monumental failure been such an irresistible success.

Yet, the solution to all of these paradoxes is surprisingly simple. The utopia that October put in power was the ideological common property of the modern age, and the experiment was conducted not just for Russia, but for all mankind. For if Soviet Russia had only been an exercise in developing a backward country, it never would have mesmerized the world. Thus, in writing about the Soviet experience, Western observers were always indirectly commenting on their own society, and at the same time projecting Western political concerns onto Soviet reality. And this circumstance only reinforced the methodological propensity of social-science culture to homogenize Sovietism with the rest of the planet. Thus, behind the positivistic exterior of the Sovietological debate more often than not there lurked a concern for the honor of universal socialism. And this concern, no less than the developmental model, generated pressure to believe that the “experiment” would, someday, have to turn out all right.

This eternal return of utopian hope, breaking through the facade of social-science rigor, brings us back to the premise that the key to understanding the Soviet phenomenon is ideology. It is only by taking the Soviets at their ideological word, treating their socialist utopia with literal-minded seriousness, that we can grasp the tragedy to which it led.



The concrete agenda of this book, therefore, is to reassert the primacy of ideology and politics over social and economic forces in understanding the Soviet phenomenon. It is to rehabilitate history “from above” at the expense of history “from below” as the motive force of Soviet development. Finally, it is to resurrect the totalitarian perspective, but in a historical and dynamic, not a static, mode; for it was the all-encompassing pretensions of the Soviet utopia that furnished what can only be called the “genetic code” of the tragedy.

Thus the chapters that follow will be concerned in the first instance with analysis and interpretation. The necessary accompanying narrative of events is not intended to be comprehensive, but, rather, to substantiate the basic argument. The narrative, moreover, will vary in detail between the earlier and later periods of Soviet history. The events of the years 1917-1939 have been the most thoroughly staked out in Western historiography and hence will require the least retelling here. The narrative will become progressively fuller after 1939, and especially with the Brezhnev years, since were are still piecing together the basic contours of this period; and the narrative will be fullest of all for the as yet poorly structured Gorbachev finale.

A concluding methodological word: This investigation will have much to say about the “logic” of Sovietism. But lest anyone cry “determinism,” it should be explained that the term is employed here in a quite ordinary sense, as when we speak of the logic of the market, or of nuclear armaments, or of contested elections—that is, the logic of a given situation as opposed to the Logic of History itself. For if we could not speak of such circumscribed logics, we could not say anything meaningful about history at all.

However, in this inquiry, a broader and more long-term (though not metaphysical) logic is also involved. It is the self-evident logic of the modern age, as that age has been defined since the Enlightenment and the French Revolution first gave men the idea that history had a secular goal, or telos—a notion generally referred to as progress. And this pattern of progress had two main aspects: First, history was leading to man’s rational, scientific mastery of nature, and second, it was leading to a rational, egalitarian society. The Soviet experiment was supposed to be the culmination of this logic of progress; and this of course turned out to be an illusion. But this illusion was possible, both in the East and in the West, only because history was in fact in constantly accelerating movement towards greater equality and scientific prowess. It was the ideological hypostasis of this dual movement as Socialism that alone made possible the Soviet experiment.

Thus, the relevant basic concept of the present inquiry is not modernization or even totalitarianism; it is socialism. No other “model” is required to understand our story.

I. The real figure for executions and camp deaths in 1937-1938 was nearer to three million, and the total number of deaths for the Stalin epoch was probably around twenty million.






Part I THE ORIGINS







1 WHY SOCIALISM?



The first man who, having enclosed a piece of land, took it into his head to say, “This is mine,” and found people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society. The human race would have been spared endless crimes, wars, murders, and horrors if someone had pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and cried out to his fellow man, “Do not listen to this imposter! You are lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to everyone, and the earth to no one!”

—J. J. Rousseau, Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, 1752

The gradual development of the principle of equality is… a Providential fact… it is universal, it is durable, it constantly eludes all human interference, and all men as well as all events contribute to its progress.

Would it, then, be wise to imagine that a social movement, the causes of which lie so far back, can be checked by the efforts of a single generation? Can it be believed that democracy, after having overthrown aristocracy and the kings, will stop short before the bourgeoisie and the rich?

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1835

What is Property? Property is theft.

—P. J. Proudhon, What Is Property? 1840



The Russian Revolution is noteworthy not so much because it was Russian—though an ordinary “bourgeois” revolution in Russia would have been quite an event—but because it brought the world’s first socialist government to power. But what does it mean to be socialist? And by what standards can we judge whether the October regime in fact produced a socialist society? Or whether any socialist government, for that matter, has ever truly merited its name?


SOCIALISM: THE HIGHEST STAGE OF DEMOCRACY

No word in the modern political vocabulary is more fraught with ambiguity or charged with emotion than “socialism.” For most people, and in its broadest meaning, the term designates an alternative method to “capitalism” for organizing the economy. In this sense, socialism refers to concrete institutional arrangements and governmental programs. Yet the gamut of these organizational forms is such that the term quickly loses focus; this is clearly evident as we move from progressive taxation and “safety-net” social security to a cradle-to-the-grave welfare state, on to outright nationalization and planning of the entire economy. So perhaps a stable meaning for the antithesis capitalism–socialism can be found in the broad notion of market versus plan?

But this is not a stable focus either. For in socialist usage the market is held to be “anarchic” and the plan “rational,” and these terms give a normative aura to the analysis. Further probing only expands this normative area, for socialism also means collectivism as opposed to individualism, cooperation as opposed to competition, social service as opposed to profit seeking, and altruism as opposed to greed. Thus socialism means, ultimately, a just and humane society, and its essence becomes a moral idea rather than any institutional or economic program.

But this still does not exhaust socialism’s multiplicity of meanings. The word also designates a distinctive social formation, as in the antithesis “socialist society” versus “capitalist society,” and both terms are seen as encompassing all human activity—political, economic, cultural, and even personal—in a single, total system. In this sense, socialism, as the just and humane system, is not just an alternative to, but is “higher” than, capitalism. So socialism also comes to mean the culmination of history, the telos of human development; in this guise it generates a theory of history, or shades off into what has been called metahistory or “historiosophy.”

This confusion of meanings is still worse confounded by the variety of mutually incompatible institutional forms that have called themselves “socialist.” Thus the term has been plausibly claimed by Stalinist Russia, China of the Cultural Revolution, Sweden of the Social Democratic “middle way,” Labourite Britain, Israel of the Kibbutzim, the cooperative community of Brook Farm, and the Khmer Rouge. These various socialisms, moreover, have usually challenged the legitimacy of the others, and indeed have often anathematized their rivals in shrill sectarian tones.

Still another basic confusion of meaning arises from the difference between “socialism in opposition” and “socialism in power.” In the former case we have a movement for the organized pursuit of a more human society, as expressed through political parties, trade unions, cooperatives, or similar fraternal undertakings. In this case socialism is a moral fellowship of seekers after justice, who are set off by their calling from an indifferent or hostile world. In the case of socialism in power, however, we have an established society, allegedly coming at the end of history, as in the metahistorical succession of “feudalism, capitalism, socialism.” But the well-known propensity of power to corrupt invariably produces a great gap between this society and the ideals of the antecedent movement. The result is that socialism in power is often denounced by socialists still in opposition as a degeneration into “state socialism” or, even worse, “state capitalism.” The movement is then reborn under the banner of “socialism with a human face,” and the expectation of the true socialist society is again put off to the future.

This focus on the future is the deepest cause of the ambiguity surrounding “socialism,” for of all our terms designating different types of societies “socialism” alone was created before, not after, the fact of that type of society’s existence. “Feudalism,” “absolutism,” “Old Regime,” “liberalism,” and “capitalism,” for example, all emerged either after or simultaneously with the fact of their existence; they therefore designate something real, however imperfectly their history or reality embodies whatever principles they may claim. But the term socialism, together with its higher derivative, “communism,” is unique in that it appeared almost a century before the first attempt was made, in 1917, to attain a corresponding reality. Thus socialism does not designate in the first instance an actual social formation; it designates rather an ideal alternative to all existing social formations, which are labeled for this purpose “capitalism,” a term coined after its antithesis and designed to serve as its metahistorical foil. In sum, socialism is a utopia, in the literal meaning of that term: a “non-place” or a “no-where” viewed as an ideal “other.”

The term socialism is thus unique in that it corresponds to no identifiable object in the sublunary world on whose nature all observers can agree. To be sure, there have been numerous false sightings and some temporarily convincing apparitions, but none has produced that unanimity of opinion that only empirical verification can bring. So, the full reality of socialism is reserved for the realm of faith, “the belief in things unseen, the hope in things unknown.”

Thus it becomes clear that “socialism,” strictly speaking, does not mean anything. First, it is meaningless, intrinsically, because its economic programs do not, and cannot, realize its moral ideal in a manner that compels recognition as true socialism. Second, it is meaningless, historically, because it has been claimed by so many mutually incompatible social formations that it loses all concrete focus. So when people profess socialism we never know just what they mean, or what they can be expected to do if they come to power. This imprecision certainly smoothed the Bolsheviks’ way to total power—and eased periodic Popular Front collaboration with them.

Thus socialism is not a historical or a social-science term at all, but ultimately a messianic, indeed a quasi-magical term; in fact, it has often been claimed that the more ardent forms of socialism have something of a secular religion about them.1 Masses of humanity could once surge through Red Square chanting “forward to the victory of socialism!” but it is quite inconceivable that shareholders should march down Wall Street mouthing such rousing slogans about capitalism. And it is an exercise in futility when champions of the free market answer Marx with “Non-Communist” or “Capitalist” Manifestos, as if faith could be vanquished by growth statistics.2 But such is the potency of the socialist idea that most men—its foes no less than its friends—perennially mistake it for a social-science category or a putative stage of history, to the enduring confusion of what we are talking about whenever we utter “socialism.”



Socialism derives its emotional charge from an equally charged and ambiguous term: “democracy.” In the common usage of the late twentieth century, democracy combines three things that historically have different origins and that are not necessarily related: first, constitutional government and the rule of law; second, popular sovereignty founded on the will of the people; third, social justice understood as social equality.

The first of these, constitutional government based on a representative assembly and the rule of law through an independent judiciary, has its origin in medieval feudal institutions. To mention only the most obvious and best known instances in this development, we need simply recall that England’s Magna Carta was no modern Bill of Rights but a feudal contract between the king and his barons. Likewise, the Mother of Parliaments developed as an assembly of hereditary lords with an elective Commons of equally privileged knights-of-the-shire and burgesses. In short, only gentlemen were involved, while the mass of humanity was dismissed as “peasant rogues” or “villeins” (as European villagers were once known) and excluded from public life.

It was only in the eighteenth century, in the American and French Revolutions, that this oligarchic constitutionalism began to be generalized to the whole of society. Yet even in those two revolutions, the ancient Greek word “democracy” was almost never used: Over the centuries it had come to mean “mob rule” leading to “anarchy,” and absolute equality was not deemed necessary, or even feasible, in the first modern republics. Indeed, as late as 1863 the thoroughly constitutional order of the American Republic, founded on universal manhood suffrage, was still deemed compatible with chattel slavery. In short, constitutional government is far older than popular sovereignty or the equation of justice with social equality.

The latter two principles appeared only in the middle of the eighteenth century. Until that time all European societies (and non-European ones as well) rested on two other principles. The first was that legitimate authority was always superordinate authority: It came from above and was exercised through kingship or some corporate collegiality, the whole ultimately sanctioned by God or the law of nature or both. Government thus was not devised by man or society; it was simply given. The second old-regime principle was that all societies were necessarily divided into a class hierarchy of interdependent but unequal orders, whether of patricians and plebeians, of nobles and commoners, or of clergy and laity; inequality, therefore, was natural, legitimate, and inevitable.

The challenge to these immemorial ideas, though long in gestation, first became open and militant in the mid-eighteenth century. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1752) and Social Contract (1762) may be counted as the major symptoms, though not of course the cause, of this egalitarian revolution. But soon the ideas of superordinate authority and natural inequality were deemed downright scandalous. For example, it was only in this period that slavery, for the first time in recorded history, came to appear abhorrent to enlightened opinion, and that abolitionism emerged as a movement.3

But it was only in the American and French Revolutions that men first acted on these new principles. The American Revolution was the first political movement to enshrine popular sovereignty in practice; still, it did not explicitly advance an egalitarian agenda, for a property suffrage existed in most states until the 1820s. Then, the French Revolution carried the challenge to the Old Regime all the way by moving from popular sovereignty combined with a property suffrage to the more logical egalitarianism of universal (manhood) suffrage. Though this advance proved temporary, it nonetheless established the principle of universal suffrage as the next century’s goal throughout Europe.



Why the idea of equality appeared so recently in human history is obviously a complex matter, but very plausible insights were advanced by the major thinkers of the Revolutionary Age. The number of those who contributed to the new awareness that made the egalitarian revolution possible is too large to permit even a cursory survey, but a few key names may be singled out as epitomizing, or symbolizing, the most crucial aspects of this new world of values.

If equality among men were to become a primary moral principle and a political force, it first had to be materially possible. It was only in the late eighteenth century that this began to be true, and here the great symbolic name is Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations appeared in the same year, 1776, as the American Declaration of Independence. Until this period the productive capacity of human society had increased so slowly as to be almost imperceptible: Every increase tended to be quickly cancelled out by an even greater increase in population, which was then reined in by the scourges of war, pestilence, and famine, a pattern first analyzed by a critic of Smith, Thomas Malthus. Under such circumstances of generalized scarcity, the subordination of the penurious many to the affluent and powerful few appeared unavoidable and, hence, normal and legitimate.

What Smith did was to challenge this fatalistic view. He did not do this by proclaiming the advent of “capitalism,” as some commentators today would have it, since no such word or concept existed at the time; nor did he express any real awareness of an industrial revolution occurring as he wrote, although historians now make this revolution the economic centerpiece of the period. Rather, in terms more appropriate to the age, he argued that the development of the “division of labor” had at last made it possible for mankind to enter “commercial society,” the “civilized” culmination of a progression whose earlier stages had been “hunting,” “pasturage,” and “farming.” So the natural “propensity of men to barter, truck, and exchange one thing for another” was at last unfettered, thereby making possible an accelerated “expansion of public opulence,” or what would now be called “growth.”4 Although Smith had much to say about “the invisible hand” of “self-interest” working for the benefit of all, he used the word “market” sparingly and only in the limited sense of the mechanism of exchange or of a specific area of demand, not in the broader sense of the global organization of society. For him the practical task at hand was to combat the “mercantile system” of the governments and the worker guilds of his day—and, indeed, the monopolistic practices of the entrepreneurs—in order to liberate man’s capacity to improve his moral and material lot.

It is this melioristic message and optimistic materialism, this belief that “opulence” could eventually be available to the larger number of men, that was the precondition for both nineteenth-century classical liberalism and nascent socialism. Both the “bourgeoisie” and the socialist spokesmen for the “proletariat”—as the commercial and laboring classes respectively came to be hypostatized after 1830—shared this fundamental optimism about the new industrial age. They differed mightily, however, in their estimates of the social conditions necessary for human liberation. For liberals it was the market, or, as the nineteenth century put it, “free trade,” that was the motive force of progress. But for socialists free trade and the division of labor meant the victory of the strong over the weak: These market forces were the cause of social differentiation, inequality, exploitation, and, therefore, of dehumanization. Although Marx was the most systematic and powerful exponent of this pessimistic perception of the Smithian revolution, he did not repudiate it. For him, as for all socialists, it was the founding act of modernity. As Friedrich Engels put the matter, “Adam Smith was the Martin Luther of political economy,” the liberator of mankind from the “medieval” backwardness of mercantilism.



But this material change could be effective only in conjunction with decisive cultural changes that conferred on man a new understanding of his place in nature and history. The origin of this transformation was the seventeenth-century’s Scientific Revolution, which for the first time gave mankind what seemed to be infallible, or at least incontrovertible, knowledge. For the revolutionary quality of this knowledge was that while it dealt in universal and necessary laws, often mathematically expressed, it yet could still be verified empirically. Man thus appeared to have acquired absolute knowledge of the sort previously attributed only to God. So the Enlightenment of the next century brought forth the optimistic hope that the new method of the natural sciences could be extended to all human activity and all branches of knowledge to yield a universal science that would also be power—over nature, society, and man himself. And in this dynamic meliorism the Enlightenment came to view history as the triumphal march of Progress.

But this new vision could win out only by challenging the force that had hitherto dominated European culture, the revealed religion of Christianity. At first, moderate rationalists, such as John Locke, while still deferential to religion, had nonetheless relegated it to a strictly subordinate role. Later, more extreme rationalists, such as Voltaire and the Encyclopedists, or David Hume and Edward Gibbon, replaced revealed religion entirely with natural reason. Yet both moderate and radical philosophes understood reason to mean the empirical derivation of knowledge from sensory experience, since this seemed to be the way the new science had been built up. Concomitantly, this sensationalist empiricism transformed morality into a utilitarian calculus of physical pleasure and pain. But as Rousseau was among the first to emphasize, this is not what the “voice of conscience” tells us ethics and “virtue” are all about.

Into the philosophical breach created by the soulessness of utilitarian ethics stepped the inward-looking Aufklärer, the enlighteners, of still backward and pietistic Germany. The aim of the German “classical philosophers” from Kant to Hegel was not to crush religion, as the Western philosophes so often wished, but to synthesize the new rationalism of science with a secularized version of the old spirituality and the inwardness of religion. In Germany the aspiration of the Enlightenment therefore was to purge Christianity of superstition with the aid of science, the better to preserve its moral verities by recasting them in rational terms. The fruit of their labors was a philosophy of “religion within the bounds of reason alone,” in Kant’s formulation—a solution that wound up eviscerating revealed religion and divinizing human reason. Thus it is German philosophy that gave the Enlightenment view of man its most exalted and intoxicating expression, which is also the expression that, through Marx, fed most directly into nineteenth-century socialism.

Kant took the crucial step towards this end when he reformulated Christian ethics as “imperatives” of the “universal and necessary” laws of reason, which alone can command “categorically.” Thus in “practical” terms the traditional Golden Rule became the rational law: “Act so as to treat man, in your own person as well as in that of any one else, always as an end, never merely as a means.” Each man merited this absolute respect because each was the seat of “pure reason,” and so, even in a secular world, each must still be treated “as if” he possessed an immortal soul. And on the basis of this sacral rationality, Kant, echoing Rousseau, extolled the “common man” as the beneficiary of a future “world citizenship,” a possibility he believed was being realized in the French Revolution.

Hegel took the transformation of Christianity into philosophy a great step further by fusing the two into a spiralling dialectical process, in which the development of human reason was also the emerging self-consciousness of God.5 This self-consciousness was also liberty, since understanding frees us from the necessity of blind submission to external law. Thus “World History is progress of the consciousness of freedom,”6 and the rational soul of man is a Spirit that unfolds and grows over time towards ever greater self-consciousness and liberty.

Concretely, the “various grades in the consciousness of freedom” are these: “the Orientals knew that only one was free, the Greeks and Romans knew that some are free, while we [moderns] know that all men, absolutely, that is, as men, are free.” Moreover, “this realization [of freedom] first arose in religion, in the innermost region of spirit.” Thus for Hegel the freedom of the modern citizen has its origin in the individual immortality of the soul. Since this concept was quite foreign to the ancient world (and more will be said shortly about other limitations of ancient democracy), slavery was not a scandal to Plato and Aristotle. But it inevitably became one to the modern European mind once the concept of the immortal soul had been secularized and made into a social norm.

Although Hegel did not delineate the actual process of secularization (which is what he meant by the growth of “self-consciousness”), it is not difficult to suggest its outline. Throughout the Christian Middle Ages social inequality was not perceived as contradicting the immortal worth of each and every soul because inequality was considered to be a consequence of original sin.7 The Fall had so corrupted human nature that the subordination of the many to the few was required both for the cohesion, indeed survival, of society, and as a purgative necessity for eventual salvation. Thus the fruits of individual immortality would come only in the next world, and in accordance with the way the soul had navigated the perils of life in this one. And it is this view, of course, that Marx, following Feuerbach, called an “inverted” consciousness and that he found “dehumanizing.”

By the mid-eighteenth century the new optimism about the omnipotence of reason had weakened the hold of the doctrine of original sin, and of theology generally, over men’s minds, and this was certainly one of the main causes of the egalitarian revolution of those years. Again, it was Rousseau who marked the decisive shift by declaring that evil, and with it inequality, came into the world not through some innate flaw of human nature, but through the defective constitution of society, whose existing order was founded on the usurped lordship of the strong over the weak. Evil was thus social in origin, not intrinsic to man; men’s natural goodness, therefore, would permit the abolition of all inequality. And so, as Hegel argued, the Christian soul was transformed into the secular citizen.

If we should think that this excursus into metaphysics and theology is irrelevant to the genesis of Soviet socialism, we would be quite wrong. For Marx, in standing Hegel on his feet, still preserved the master’s metaphysics in his own head. As Leszek Kolakowski put it in the opening sentence of Main Currents of Marxism, “Karl Marx was a German philosopher.”8



This German philosophy, with its quasi-divinized idea of man, could become a major force in the modern world only if it were translated into politics; and this Marx did by grafting it onto the egalitarian tradition that came out of the French Revolution. On the import of that tradition the great commentator is Tocqueville.

The year 1789, for all its temporary failures, inaugurated the contemporary political universe. Its fallout delineated the central problems of modernity, from the management of a laissez-faire economy to the political ordering of a mass society to the fostering of social justice for all. This fallout also gave us the vocabulary of modern political discourse: Liberalism, conservatism, nationalism, socialism, and a host of other words with the then new suffix “ism” all appeared in the thirty-odd years after 1789.9 And among these neologisms was an ancient term—democracy—which now acquired a new range of meanings.

As already noted, from Plato to America’s Founding Fathers, “democracy” had carried the negative charge of mob-rule and anarchy. Although we now speak blithely of “Jeffersonian democracy,” the term was not used by Jefferson himself, who only occasionally spoke of “popular government” and whose new party was called the “Republican Party.” “Democracy” began to be employed in a positive sense in America only in the 1820s and 1830s when universal suffrage first became an issue of principle, and in France in the 1830s and 1840s for the same reason. Still, democracy was slow to enter official rhetoric in either country. In America, neither Jackson nor Lincoln used it—although at a nongovernmental level Walt Whitman did, and in lyrical populist tones; in both America and France until the end of the century the magic term remained “republic.” (And in constitutional but monarchical Britain, of course, both “democracy” and “republic” were the property of an insignificant fringe.) Democracy acquired its present potency and range of meanings only during the First World War, when Woodrow Wilson used it to transform the hitherto narrowly national struggles of France and Britain against “autocratic” Germany into a moral-political crusade for popular government everywhere.

Among the multiple meanings of this revived Hellenic label, the most relevant for our purposes is the one conveyed by Tocqueville’s Democracy in America. By this he meant not American constitutionalism but egalitarianism in America. And he saw egalitarianism as a Janus-headed phenomenon. Writing as he did in the 1830s when the negative meaning of the term was giving way to the positive connotations associated with universal suffrage, his concept of democracy was a hybrid mingling foreboding and anticipation. As a Frenchman coming out of the experience of 1789, he was convinced that the leveling force of egalitarianism was the prime mover of politics everywhere in the modern world. At the same time, he was deeply concerned that this irresistible force might be incompatible with the liberties, largely of aristocratic origin, which had been celebrated under the Old Regime by Montesquieu and which were then guaranteed by the class-based constitutional governments of Restoration Europe, for which liberal-oligarchic Britain was the great model.

Since the term “democracy” is Greek, we tend to assume that it means the same thing today as it did in the Athens of the fifth century B.C., and that Pericles’s Funeral Oration is the source of our own political tradition.10 Similarly, we assume that since the word “republic” is Roman, it too has a continuity of meaning, from Cicero to Madison and Condorcet. But this is only very partially true. What modern politics does have in common with the Greco-Roman past is the participation of a part of the population in public affairs through elective officers and legislative assemblies. This kind of “politics”—the word itself is obviously from the Greek polis—existed in no non-European societies until the twentieth century. But what modern politics possesses, and what is quite alien to its ancient predecessor, is the idea of the supreme dignity of man, the sanctity of each and every individual. This value emerged from the cultural transformations of the modern West just discussed. There were no “bills of rights” or “declarations of the rights of man” in ancient polities, and the concept of citizenship was grounded not in the mere fact of being human but in hereditary or legally granted membership in one or another class of a given polis or res publica. Thus Benjamin Constant, defending liberalism under the Restoration, could draw a distinction between “ancient and modern freedom,” wherein the former meant the freedom of the few to participate in public affairs and the latter meant the freedom of all to be left alone by society in order to live as sovereign individuals.11

Accordingly, Greek democracy meant inclusion of the lowest order of free men, the demos, in public affairs as a measure necessary for the health of the polis as a whole, not as a natural right. Moreover, this demos participated in politics as a group alongside higher social groups—somewhat along the lines of an estate in the European Old Regime—not on a footing of equality with its superiors, still less on the basis of “one man one vote.” The Roman republic was even more oligarchic, with the plebs quite outside the main political circuit. And it has already been noted that all ancient polities completely excluded slaves, who represented sizable portions of their populations, from citizenship. To be sure, various modern republics for a time permitted slavery; but since these republics also proclaimed the “unalienable rights of man,” this anomaly could only lead to crisis and eventual abolition. And the milder form of political discrimination, a suffrage based on property, perished even more easily. But there was no abolitionism in the ancient world, and universal suffrage was never even contemplated.

It is because of this distinctively modern concept of the republic that modern democracy, in its steadily leftward movement, reached increasingly beyond constitutional government and the rule of law toward popular sovereignty and universal equality. Thus, for Tocqueville, democracy meant “l’égalité des conditions,”12 the leveling of all the social gradations of the legal hierarchy of estates, or orders, that characterized the Old Regime in France and throughout Europe. But he did not have only the Old Regime in mind, for the post-Revolutionary world had its own gradations of inequality. Based on the status and power conferred by wealth, these gradations were embodied in a system of “classes,” to use the new designation of the 1830s and 1840s.13 These new forms of inequality, as well as all future possible ones, would also be challenged by which immanent, implacable logic of modernity that was equality. To recall Tocqueville’s formulation: “Can it be believed that democracy, after having overthrown aristocracy and the kings, will stop short before the bourgeoisie and the rich?”



It is in this democratic impetus that lies the origin of that great movement designated by another neologism of the 1830s—“socialism.” For, if one is ruthlessly logical about the idea of democracy as equality, then one inevitably arrives at the concept of socialism. So long as there are differences of wealth in society, there will be differences of power and status; and so long as there are differences in power and status, there will be exploitation of some men by others, and domination of some human beings by other human beings. But any exploitation and subordination are a denial of human dignity, a profanation of the sacred persona of Man. Inequality, therefore, is dehumanization, and thus a moral scandal that must be ended if the world is to become truly civilized.

The means to do this is the social appropriation of individual wealth, and this is the core instrumental program of integral socialism. As Marx put it in The Communist Manifesto: “The theory of the Communists may be summed up in the single phrase: Abolition of private property.”14 From this it follows that the fruit of private property—profit—and the means for realizing this profit—the market—must also be abolished. With this, the maximalist formula of socialism is complete: Socialism originates in a moral idea—equality—and culminates in a practical program—the end of private property and the market. Anything short of this is something less than full or integral socialism.

But this maximalist program of socialism as full noncapitalism has always proved impossible to implement without a shattering revolution. So in practice the socialist movement has usually settled for more modest goals and for evolutionary methods. And it is this, of course, that has led to the already-noted gamut of programs—from progressive taxation to a universal welfare state—that also claim the title “socialist” and that have so confused the debate about its “true” meaning. No such confusion, however, need intrude into the present book. Here “socialism” will always carry its maximal meaning of full noncapitalism. For this was the form intended by Marx and that the shattering circumstances of 1917 permitted socialism to take in Russia.

Throughout the nineteenth century, socialism had been a moral idea, a movement of opposition and protest. It was only with the Bolshevik October that socialism crossed the threshold from movement to society. It was only then that democratic forces were able to test the proposition that abolition of private property and the market would produce the moral world of equality and the full humanization of man. And the verdict in this matter was not clearly rendered until our own fin-de-siècle. So until then, the integral socialism of the Communists was the gold standard for all the lesser breeds of socialism in the West, and it turned out that the more these latter were democratic and evolutionary politically, the less they realized of the socialist economic program. They were therefore chronically as overawed by the Soviets’ bold results as they were disturbed by their brutal methods. Soviet socialism, by getting there first, thus defined the socialist discourse until the great crash of 1989-1991.


MARX AND CLASS STRUGGLE

The usual assumption no doubt is that the socialist idea played this pivotal role in the modern world because it was the class consciousness of the “proletariat” (another neologism of the 1830s and 1840s). But this was hardly the case. The center of the industrial revolution and the new working class was Britain, whereas the homeland of nascent socialist ideology was post-Revolutionary France, or more precisely, France during the July Monarchy of 1830-1848. It is true that Robert Owen used the adjectival noun “socialist” as early as 1827, but the main English radical movement was Chartism, which stood simply for parliamentary reform and universal suffrage. It was in France that socialists and communists of various stripes were at the forefront of a Left awaiting the next revolutionary outbreak; and it was in France, under the pen of the Saint-Simonian Pierre Leroux, in 1831, that the new concern for the “social” first acquired the totalizing suffix “ism.”15

Yet the belief that socialism is the class consciousness of industrial workers was already prevalent during the July Monarchy. The most notable expression of this is given by Marx and Engels. In a footnote that Engels later appended to a translation of The Manifesto, he remarked that he and Marx had taken England as “typical” of the economic development of the “bourgeoisie,” and France as typical of its political development.16 But what he did not note was that it is a non sequitur to derive the French Revolution from English industrialization, or to deduce the later politics of French socialism from the condition of the English working class in the 1840s.17 All of which means that the socialist impetus will be found not in economic circumstances but in political circumstances, as dramatized by the French case, and that these political circumstances are far broader than the consciousness of any one class.

As Tocqueville noted, once the old-regime hierarchy of estates was levelled, the new-regime hierarchy of classes was also logically imperiled. Thus as early as 1796 there appeared the first modern movement of levelling, the Conspiration des Egaux of Gracchus Babeuf. This, of course, was put down, and its heritage remained submerged until the July Revolution of 1830. But the result of this overturn was that the new “bourgeois monarchy” of the “citizen king,” Louis Philippe, was riven by egalitarian sentiments and expectation of another insurrection, one that would at last complete the unfinished work of 1789, which had been too timidly resumed in 1830. So the revived Left lived in anticipation of a Second Coming of 1789, and of a New Republic that, this time, would be not merely political but social as well. It is in this perfervid atmosphere that “socialism” became current; that “communism” emerged as its most radically egalitarian form, continuing in the tradition of Babeuf;18 and that “democracy” acquired that levelling connotation which prompted Tocqueville’s reflections on the political sociology of the modern world.



This ebullition, which was soon to overflow in the Revolution of 1848, also prompted the more elaborate reflections on modernity of Marx and Engels. As they often put it, their system, first fully brought together in the German Ideology of 1845, was a fusion of British political economy, French revolutionary socialism, and German classical philosophy. To the resultant amalgam they gave the most radical label of the day, communism, and they set forth their doctrine in popular, sloganlike form in the Manifesto of 1848. Though almost unknown at the time, they and their theory were fated to have a phenomenal destiny by the end of the century. And this was so because, for all their years in France and England, they remained German philosophers. To the prosaic and forthright British and French contributions to democratic modernity, they adjoined cardinal features of the German speculative tradition: its logical and visionary power, its grand historical sweep, and its covert divination of Man. It is with this synthesis that their movement, among all of the competing socialist sects of that age (to which they derisively affixed the label “utopian”), would emerge as the world-historical winner in the sweepstakes of modern radicalism.

Since we know that Marx and Engels are going to win, it is best to discuss the nature of their system here, in the context of the 1840s and the period of their obscurity, rather than later, in the context of their fin-de-siècle triumph. That is, it is best to look at Marxism at its closest to Hegel and to philosophy, rather than in its later guise of pseudopositivism and would-be closeness to Darwin.

The system must be approached at two levels: that of its formal tenets and that of its deep structures. The formal tenets are the most obvious and the best known. In brief, these are: first, a sociology in which the economic and social base determines the cultural, political, and ideological superstructure of society; second, a theory of history in which mankind, driven by the class struggle, progresses from slave-holding, to feudal, to bourgeois society, towards the end of its “pre-history” in socialism; third, a theory of economics setting forth the “internal contradictions” of capitalism that would at last produce the socialist revolution of the proletariat.

The formal tenets of the economic theory were the most prominent aspect of Marxism in the nineteenth century, and they indeed unfold with an implacable logic. Beginning with the principle that all value is created by human labor, this theory traces the inexorable process whereby the “surplus value” of the laborer is confiscated to produce the “accumulation of capital.” This capital is then invested in laborsaving machinery, which represents both a great advance of productivity and riches for the species and the beginning of the end for the “bourgeois mode of production.” For competition generates the “law of the falling rate of profit,” and this produces simultaneously the concentration of capital in fewer and fewer hands and the “increasing immiseration” of the proletariat. The resulting centralization of the means of production and the socialization of labor through the factory system “at last reach a point where they become incompatible with their capitalist integument. The integument is burst asunder. The knell of capitalist private property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated.” And socialism emerges from the ruins.

This entire system—the sociology, the theory of history, the economics—looks like, and indeed was intended to be, an analysis of advanced industrial society. In short, the method of Marxism appears on the surface to be specific to the most developed portions of Europe, whose civilization was viewed as the culmination of history and thus the unavoidable stage through which all more backward countries would have to pass before reaching socialism. And Marx explicitly said that Europe showed to the rest of the world its future.19

The socialist revolution anticipated by Marxism of course did not occur first in Western Europe. Yet this does not so much invalidate Marxism as point to the deep structure behind its formal tenets. For this deep structure is relevant to conditions anywhere in the world, even in largely preindustrial societies, and in times long after the specific internal contradictions of capitalism argued by Marx have ceased to be plausible. This deep structure is defined by the principle of contradiction itself—the dialectic—which for Hegel and Marx both was the motive force driving the logic of history. And this force operated by a perpetual process of alienation and rebirth of all being.

Hegel’s presentation of this vision runs as follows: In abstract logical terms, the dialectic is a cosmic drama in which all imperfect forms of being transcend themselves through the act of losing, or alienating, themselves by subordination to something outside themselves. In theological terms—and alienation was initially a theological concept—the Incarnation is the self-alienation of God, and by the same token, the raising up of man to immortality. In the natural realm, divine reason objectifies itself in servitude to the material world in order to make manifest the rational laws of all nature. And in human history, more primitive cultural forms and nations must decay and be destroyed by higher ones in order to perfect the life of mankind as a whole: So Greece had to give way to Rome, and Rome to the barbarians in order to produce the still higher Christian, and ultimately liberal, civilization of the modern West.

Thus, everywhere progress comes about only through negation, privation, and death. Alienation, therefore, is both destructive and creative, humiliating and ennobling, enslaving and liberating: In a word, it is self-enriching. Thus, Hegelian Reason harks back to the old religious notion that he who loses his soul shall find it, and that redemption comes only through sin, suffering, and privation. Or as Hegel put the matter in more secular terms in the metaphysical parable of the master and the slave: The master affirms his selfhood imperfectly and without awareness of his identity by subjugating the slave; but the slave, in laboring for the master, transforms the material world and by his creativity rises to a more genuine selfhood; and when to this self-consciousness is adjoined the freedom of the master, the slave becomes the universal consciousness of Man.



For Marx, the process of self-enriching alienation through the master–slave dialectic comes out as the class struggle; and we should recall how central this principle is to his thought: “All history,” as the first page of the Manifesto proclaims, “has been the history of class struggles.” The matter bears emphasis because the class struggle would become the cardinal article of Marxist doctrine for the Soviets. And it must be emphasized also that this struggle is not a struggle of minds and souls, as with Hegel, but a violent, physical struggle. Taking the concept of the “lutte de classes” from François Guizot and other French historians of the Great Revolution, Marx transformed the religious-philosophical dialectic into class warfare.

The class struggle is fueled by the cruel but necessary exploitation of some men by others; only through such dehumanization can man at last become fully Man. Thus the labor of one class is alienated to serve another class in order to create the material means for the overall progress of the species. At the same time, class resentment of this exploitation produces social revolutions propelling humanity forward from one mode of production to another. And so history implacably advances from the struggle of plebians against patricians in antiquity to that of serfs against feudal lords in the Middle Ages, on to la lutte finale of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie in the modern age.

Thus, for Marx the last and greatest protagonist of the drama of human progress is the proletariat.20 But this proletariat is not simply the “working class” as that group might be defined by some British political economist. Marx’s proletariat, rather, is an analogue of what Hegel called the “universal class” of rational bureaucracy, a group whose mission was to be the vehicle of Absolute philosophy in the government of the State. Marx replaces what might be called this “universal class from above” with the proletariat, a “universal class from below”; and the proletariat’s mission is to humanize a society founded on the dehumanization of class inequality, a transformation it can accomplish precisely because it is the most dehumanized class in bourgeois civil society under the State. The proletariat is thus the redeemer class because it is the productive and yet the suffering class.

As Marx himself put it in 1843, before he had ever laid eyes on real proletarians at a factory bench:


A class must be formed which has radical chains, a class in civil society which is not a class in civil society, a class which is the dissolution of all classes, a sphere of society which has a universal character because its sufferings are universal, and which does not claim a particular redress because the wrong which was done to it is not a particular wrong but wrong in general…. [A class,] finally, which cannot emancipate itself without emancipating itself from all the other spheres of society without, therefore, emancipating all these other spheres, which is in short, a total loss of humanity and which can only redeem itself by a total redemption of humanity. This dissolution of society, as a particular class, is the proletariat.



In this scheme of redemption, backward Germany—which, because of its very backwardness, was a kind of deprived, oppressed, and proletarian nation—for the young Marx had a special mission. “This emancipation is only possible in practice if one adopts the point of view of that theory according to which man is the highest being for man. Germany will not be able to emancipate itself from the Middle Ages unless it emancipates itself from the partial victories over the Middle Ages [that is, from mere liberalism]. In Germany no type of enslavement can be abolished unless all slavery is destroyed…. The emancipation of Germany will be an emancipation of man.” And the passage concludes with this astounding statement: “Philosophy is the head of this emancipation and the proletariat is its heart. Philosophy can only be realized by the abolition [Aufhebung] of the proletariat, and the proletariat can only be abolished by the realization of philosophy.”21 In other words, for Marx the proletariat is less a social group than a metaphysical entity whose essence is given by privation, and whose deprivation is at the same time the source of the cosmic strength necessary to abolish all privation.

This paradigm or core concept of Marxism obviously echoes in secular terms (once again) one of the core concepts of Christianity. What we have here is a reprise of the classic religious logic that in the final days the last shall be first and the humble shall be exalted, but it is given a new militant, indeed vengeful cast. It is the logic of “blessed are the meek and poor in spirit, for they shall inherit the earth,” but with the meek now summoned to fortify and enrich their spirit to do battle in the class struggle.

This paradigm may also be transferred from the working class of the advanced industrial nations of Europe to any other group that is deprived, humiliated, offended, exploited, or victimized. It could be applied by Lenin to a “worker and peasant alliance” in “backward” Russia. Similarly, the role of proletarian nation that Marx in 1843 had assigned to “medieval” Germany could in 1917 be transferred by Lenin to the “weakest link in the capitalist chain,” “semicolonial” Russia. Or, after the Second World War, the paradigm could devolve to the Third World of excolonial and underdeveloped nations, as in the thought of Frantz Fanon and Fidel Castro, or in the politics of Mao Tse-tung and Ho Chi Minh. Or, in the overdeveloped America of the late twentieth century, the paradigm could migrate from class, to race, to gender, to sexual orientation. The essence of the “universal class” of the exploited indeed seems eternal in its universality.

For its universality rests on the faculty of what Rousseau extolled as “pity,” or compassionate feeling, for those who are suffering or deprived, and this “pity” is both the emotional and the moral basis of socialism. It is also the same as that “respect for human nature” and the “common man” that Kant acknowledged he derived from Rousseau and that he put at the heart of his ethical system. And the politics of compassionate egalitarianism has always had a special appeal to the sense of noblesse oblige among intellectuals. But, Janus-like, it could also shade off into a consuming hatred of the master. Thus, the historical contribution of Marx was to give the quest for equality a wrathful and agonistic thrust, one possible only after the French Revolution and necessary for the success of the coming emancipatory struggle—la lutte finale of socialism.


HIGH CAPITALISM AND FIN DE SIÈCLE

This core paradigm, or deep structure, of Marxism is most apparent in the early works of the founders, when they were still close to Hegel and living in expectation of what became the Revolution of 1848. But beginning with The Capital in 1867, the tone is more like that of a scientific critique of political economy, and after Marx’s death in 1883, with Engels alone in charge, the tone of the movement became increasingly positivistic: Marx the German philosopher gave way to Marx “the Darwin of the social sciences,” as Engels put it at his comrade’s graveside. And it is in this would-be scientific guise that Marxism at last became a world-historical force.

What catapulted Marxism out of obscurity and into prominence was the Paris Commune of 1871. This fortuitous event, produced by the Franco-Prussian War, was one with which Dr. Marx’s International Working Men’s Association, or the First International, had nothing to do. But the established governments of Europe, horrified at the spectacle of a major capital taken over by Red insurrection, blamed Marx’s organization for the outbreak—an “honor” he was only too glad to accept. And what put Marxism over the top was the repeal, in 1891, of Bismarck’s Anti-Socialist Laws, which had been passed a few years after the Paris Commune to keep the specter of revolution out of Imperial Germany. This made it possible for Marxists to capture the largest working-class party in Europe, and thus eventually to dominate the Second International, which was founded in Paris in 1889 on the hundredth anniversary of the French Revolution, both to complete its task and to continue that of the Commune.

The growing success of the socialist movement, however, also carried the danger of backsliding into moderation. Yet Marxism was ready with an antidote. Marx had adopted the most radical label on the Left for his Manifesto in 1848; he never liked the reformist implications of another term first heard in that year—“social democracy.” Still, he was stuck with it by the new German workers’ party after 1863. So, to combat this party’s reformist tendencies, in the “Critique of the Gotha Program” of 1875 (published only in 1891 by Engels), he returned to the term communism and made it the higher, final stage of socialism, when “society [would] inscribe on its banner: From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.” The two-stage vision of communism arising from socialism at the end of history would be continued by Lenin and the Soviets, while at the same time furnishing the labels separating dictatorial from democratic socialists in the twentieth century. Yet it should be emphasized that throughout this process of terminological refinement the basic and generic term for the collectivist Left always remained socialism.

But the growth of the Second International, and of Marxism within it, would have been impossible without the profound economic and social changes that culminated during the last decades of the nineteenth century. For this was the period of the maturity of what Arnold Toynbee, in 1895, called the “industrial revolution.” Historians today would trace its beginnings to late eighteenth-century Britain and to the first inventions—from the spinning Jenny to the steam engine—that made possible machine production. By the end of that century the factory system had replaced the domestic system of cottage manufacture in the first “modern” industry, textiles. By the 1820s the steam engine had been put on rails to produce the railroad, and this modernization of transport soon necessitated bringing together the mining of coal and the smelting of iron into a third great industrial endeavor, steel metallurgy. Thus by the eve of 1848, the mill-mine-and-smokestack economy of early industrialism had fully emerged in Britain; its apotheosis is usually taken to be the Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851, the same year in which, for the first time, about half the population of England and Wales lived in towns.

By the 1820s the new industrial order had reached Belgium; and in the 1830s and 1840s, during the Bourgeois Monarchy, it reached France. Under this impetus, the protosocialist Saint-Simon coined the term “industrialism” to designate the new system of socioeconomic organization. It was, of course, with the evils of this new industrial world that nascent socialism was concerned, and the term “pauperism” took its place alongside “proletariat” to designate the humiliated and the offended of the new order. It is obviously from this world of early industrialism that Marx derived the nonmetaphysical, or empirical, parts of his system, in anticipation of the industrial proletariat’s appearance in Germany.

This finally occurred with the German “takeoff” of the 1860s, at roughly the same time as the great American post–Civil War surge of industrialization. By the 1880s there at last existed a genuine industrial society throughout Western Europe and North America. In this world the issue of “pauperism,” first posed in the 1840s, became the central social issue of the age. For the condition of the new mass of workers was indeed abysmal. Moreover, the contrast with the more affluent classes was made shockingly visible by the concentration of an ever-larger proportion of Europe’s population in great cities. In England, Disraeli spoke of “two nations” and Marx called the “laborious classes” the “dangerous classes,” while the Paris Commune demonstrated both the misery and the explosive potential generated by the new urban and industrial order.

Historians have debated the human costs of unbinding the modern industrial Prometheus. In the long run, it certainly improved the material lot of most of the population in the advanced countries. But in the short run, these costs were clearly great. To be sure, life in the villages of preindustrial Europe had often been a grindingly penurious one; famine was frequent as late as the “hungry forties” and migration to the cities or across the ocean to America was long the chief remedy for the most deprived. Still, life in the new industrial towns often was hardly an improvement: Housing was primitive, sanitary conditions were appalling, and labor was arduous and poorly remunerated. In addition, the factory worker had lost the independence of the artisan or peasant freeholder and become a mere cog in a vast machine controlled by capital. Moreover, the working class was as yet largely ununionized, without the right to strike, and without any social-security “safety net.” By the fin de siècle, the proletariat thus was indeed the most deprived, excluded, and victimized group in society.

Accordingly, its right to organize, to be heard, and to find expression in political parties was therefore at the cutting edge of democratic politics; and since by the end of the century this group represented about one-third of the urban population, the “labor question” became an ever more pressing one. The Second International, accordingly, made May Day the international feast of labor, and in 1892 it adopted the “Internationale” as its hymn to replace the once revolutionary but now “bourgeois republican” anthem “The Marseillaise.”

Drawing strength from a mature industrial system and a growing working class, the Second International merited its name far more than the First. By 1905, nationwide socialist parties had also appeared in Britain, France, Austria, and the lesser European states; even the United States had something of a socialist movement. To be sure, nowhere in the Western world were socialists near to being a majority (their highest tally was in Germany in 1912, when they polled one-third of the vote); still less was there any prospect of socialists coming to power. Classical liberalism, rugged individualism, laissez-faire economics, and constitutional democracy were still very much in the ascendancy throughout the Western world. Nonetheless, Marx’s “specter of Communism,” which in 1848 had been little more than a bogeyman, was now a fairly substantial affair. And his doctrine, made prestigious by the success of German Social Democracy, was in one or another form taken up in all branches of the International, from that of Jean Jaurès in France to that of Georgii Plekhanov in Russia.

It is the positivistic and ouvriériste Marxism of the Second International that would be adapted in Russia to produce, at last, the world’s first Marxist revolution. In this period it is the economic and sociological tenets, the formal features of the doctrine, that came to the fore. The emphasis of Marxist parties, therefore, was on the implacable logic of history leading Europe, stage by stage, from feudal, to bourgeois, to socialist society. But the more romantic, metaphysical, and revolutionary deep structure of self-transcending alienation was never far below the surface, and crisis would bring it out.

Thus Marxism came to possess a unique winning combination of qualities: The genius of the system is to express a pseudosalvation religion as a would-be positive science, and to combine the consolations hitherto reserved for the next world with the certitude of scientific knowledge that is man’s supreme intellectual achievement in this one. As Alain Besançon put it: “Moses and Saint John… knew that they believed…. [Marx and] Lenin believed that they knew.”22



The potency of Marxism is reinforced by the doctrine’s association with a vaguer and vaster term than socialism, one capable of bringing nonsocialists into the moral fellowship of reason and progress—the Left.23 The division of the political world into two camps, the Left and the Right, dates of course from the French Revolution and the seating arrangements of radicals and moderates in its various assemblies; by the time of the Restoration, this bifurcation had become more or less synonymous with two other new labels, “liberals” and “conservatives.” From its origins in France, where politics were dynamic and ideological, the division by the 1830s had spread eastward to Germany, where politics did not yet exist, and where it was applied to ideology alone, as in such a term as “Left Hegelian.” In this extended meaning the dichotomy spread throughout Europe, coming into use last in countries where politics were more gradualistic and pragmatic: It reached Britain towards the end of the nineteenth century and the United States at the beginning of the twentieth, thereby radicalizing their existing Liberal-Conservative and Democratic-Republican divides.

The destiny of this dichotomy was that its content shifted constantly to the Left over time. At the beginning, the “Left” meant opposition to traditional kingship in favor of, at the least, a constitutional monarchy, or, on its more radical fringe, a democratic republic founded on universal suffrage; it also meant hostility towards established religion. The “Right” stood reactively for defense of “altar and throne,” and later for holding the line against democracy at a property suffrage. Moreover, since the successive revolutionary shocks of 1789, 1830, and 1848 were pushing history itself to the Left, the latter camp also came to be known as the “party of movement,” whereas the Right became known as the “party of resistance.” Eighteen forty-eight, finally, made the “people” the spearhead of the Left, thereby bringing to the fore the notion that the political republic was not enough, and that a social republic, or “social democracy,” was necessary for true human emancipation. And so socialism found its place on the left of the Left.

The year 1848 also gave this socialist Left its great symbol, the Red Flag. This banner had been used under the Old Regime as a means of reading the riot act and heralding the repression of civil disorder. But the flag’s meaning was reversed on the second Bastille Day, in 1791, when the “hero of two worlds,” Lafayette, raised it to put down in blood a radical protest; the symbol of seditious riot was taken up in defiance and transformed into that of liberating revolution. Although the Red Flag was rejected by the Second Republic in 1848, it remained in reserve should the softer elements of the Left ever falter or fail. And this banner would henceforth be juxtaposed with the White Flag of the Bourbons, the symbol of counterrevolution since the aristocratic terror that accompanied the Restoration in 1814.

Thus the socialist ideal continued to drive the Left leftward until the end of the century. And at the very fin de siècle, the movement acquired two new overlays: internationalism and the struggle for peace.

For a century after 1789, the Left had been patriotic and, indeed, had gloried in wars of revolutionary liberation; these sentiments, culminating in the “Springtime of the Peoples” of 1848, had still inspired the Parisian Communards as late as 1871. But the emergence of this nationalism was only the logical counterpart of democracy founded on “one man one vote.” For once all the king’s subjects have become equal citizens, a uniform bloc or mass is created, and kingdoms give way to nations animated by a general will. But universal suffrage also logically entails universal military service—which is one reason, along with the development of science and technology, why modern wars have generally been far bloodier than earlier ones.

At the century’s close, most of Europe was organized into compact nation-states with mass conscript armies. Thus the socialist advocates of the worker-soldier became internationalists, and in their new hymn proclaimed that “tomorrow the International would be the human race.” Concurrently, the former defenders of altar-and-throne discovered in the new nation a bulwark of social order and turned into patriots, even chauvinists, arrayed against “those fellows without a fatherland,” as Kaiser Wilhelm II called his worker-conscripts. And so nationalism—now often combined with a new political anti-Semitism—migrated from Left to Right, and the lyricism of Mazzini and Mickiewicz gave way to the strident tones of Treitschke and Barrès.

This shift was accompanied by the emergence of the world’s first peace movement. Beginning with the Enlightenment, visionaries like the Abbé de Saint-Pierre and Kant (in the wake of such religious pacifists as the Quakers) had imagined schemes for “perpetual peace.” But on the whole the Europe of peoples found war as noble as had the Europe of kings. It was only in the buildup to 1914 that concern for peace became a mass cause, and that the Socialist International emerged as its principal voice. So as the European powers, driven by both greed and vainglory, scrambled to partition Africa and Asia, economic “imperialism” was denounced as the cause of war by liberals and socialists alike, and thus viewed as a rival international force.

And so, by the eve of 1914, the Left was a diffuse entity of populist, pacifist, internationalist, and usually secular forces increasingly weighted toward its internal, socialist left. And the dynamic that held this coalition together, while at the same time giving socialism the moral edge within it, was fear of the Right and the threat of reaction. “No enemies to the Left” became the golden rule of progressive politics, and “playing into the hands of the Right” the great betrayal of the cause of progress. By the First World War, this internationalist political culture would furnish the indispensable matrix for both the domestic and foreign fortunes of Bolshevism.



But where, in the nineteenth-century discourse on society, is the missing link in the conceptual chain—namely, the “capitalism” that socialism is supposed to replace? The fact is that until almost the end of the century people did not talk about capitalism at all; and when they did take up the term, the initiative came not from the “capitalists” themselves, but from socialists seeking to brand the world they hoped to negate.24

One will search in vain for the word capitalism in Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Jean-Baptiste Say, John Stuart Mill, or any of the other worthies of classical political economy. Indeed, one will not even find the word in Karl Marx. The term “capital” had been in use since the sixteenth century to signify the monetary and material means of production. The word “capitaliste” appears in the Encyclopedia of Diderot to designate the owner of capital, or an entrepreneur. But by around 1830, “capital” had come to mean the social power of money, or the “monied interest” as a political force. And this, of course, is the usage that Marx picked up and generalized into the “capitalist mode of production.” He also spoke of “bourgeois society” (moderne bürgerliche Gesellschaft) and called “our epoch” the “epoch of the bourgeoisie” (this time using the French word, more clearly a socioeconomic term than the German Bürgertum).25 But he never made the leap to the substantive “ism,” which, as with all such words, has the effect of hypostatizing matters into a total system, fusing the economic, the social, the political, and the cultural realms into a single whole endowed with its own inherent “logic.”

The substantive “capitalism” was first, and only occasionally, used by such socialists as Louis Blanc in the 1840s, and then only in the pejorative sense of a system working for the owners of capital. It was with this meaning that it was put into broader circulation around 1870 by such figures as Karl von Rodbertus and Karl Liebknecht. From Germany, it next made its way not to England, as we might expect, but to Russia in the 1877 program of the revolutionary organization “Land and Freedom.”26 Indeed, Russian peasant-oriented socialists had already shown themselves to be more precocious than the entire industrial West by giving Marx’s Capital its first translation into a foreign language in 1872. All of which serves to show, once again, that the socialist and revolutionary impulse derives initially from moral and political, rather than economic, considerations.

The real emergence of “capitalism” to designate a total system dates only from the 1890s. This occurred under the combined influence of the rise of German Social Democracy and of the Methodenstreit (methodological debate) in German economics between the adherents of the British analytical approach and those of the native historical school. In this debate the latter took up the socialists’ old polemical slogan and gave it massive structural and developmental content, with the result that by 1900, for both German liberals and socialists, modernity came to be defined as “capitalism” in the sense of an all-encompassing system.27 Thus Werner Sombart produced his Modern Capitalism in 1902, and Max Weber his Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in 1904. (Yet Lenin, benefiting from the precocity of Russian radicalism, had already beaten them to the draw with The Development of Capitalism in Russia, which he composed in Siberia and published in 1899.) Thus it is the German tradition of global synthesis, going back to Kant and Hegel, and now turned to answering the challenge of Social Democracy, that produced the last of the great nineteenth-century “isms.” The historically more advanced yet conceptually laggard French, British, and Americans would not fully naturalize this terminology until after 1917.

Yet what did this neologism mean once it had become the coin of the Western cultural realm? “Capitalism” clearly means quite a bit more than “socialism,” since it refers to institutions that really existed before it came into being. Still, it does not signify anything that can be rigorously defined and clearly delineated historically. Thus, like socialism, it is a metaphysical far more than an empirical term. And like socialism, its meaning ranges from the ethical to the institutional spheres, when it does not combine and confuse the two. Morally, it carries a positive charge of dynamism, but a far stronger negative charge of individual greed and social exploitation. Institutionally, it ranges from the extreme laissez-faire policies of nineteenth-century Manchester liberalism—what its critics call “wild” or “untamed capitalism”—to a whole gamut of twentieth-century modes of state regulation in the service of the welfare state. Historically, it covers various degrees of development, from sixteenth and seventeenth century merchant and “comprador” capitalism, to the classical industrial system, to the postindustrial service-dominated economy. And sociologically, within the twentieth century, its ranges from the predominantly free market of the United States, to the more dirigiste and “social market” economies of the European Community, to the state-industrial corporatism of Japan.

To call all of this “capitalism,” though not actually meaningless, is not very helpful in understanding how the “system” works, or how its institutions came into being. Indeed, for practical purposes it would be a blessing if we could get rid of the term capitalism, together with its polar opposite, socialism. But this is not a likely prospect, since there does exist a core reality behind the various capitalisms—a core which is precisely the mirror image of integral socialism. For all the societies that may plausibly be called capitalist accept, in some measure, the institutions of private property, profit, and the market. Yet at the same time these institutions always conflict, in some measure, with the egalitarian ideals embedded in the democratic political forms necessary to the optimal functioning of the “capitalist” economies. So the polarity of “cap-ism” and “soc-ism,” to use Aleksandr Zinoviev’s vocabulary, while analytically obfuscating, nonetheless retains its moral magnetism. The two, like Siamese twins, remain joined at the spine by the eternally raw issue of property.

Once all of Europe had adopted the new totalizing term “capitalism,” around 1900, it immediately fell under the political rubric of the Right. For the term’s predominantly negative connotation made it a liability in democratic politics, where the moral high ground is invariably occupied by the Left. Candidates rarely advertise themselves as champions of capital, whereas concern for labor and the public profession of socialist ideals is usually an admissible, and often an advantageous, stance.

And so, by 1914, a dual process of amalgamation had occurred: On the Right were aligned capitalism, unbridled individualism, nationalism, militarism, and social hierarchy; and on the Left were arrayed socialism, economic rationality, internationalism, peace, and equality. The stage was thus set for the great Auseinandersetzung, the world-historical clash, between capitalism and socialism that would dominate our short twentieth century.



This clash, however, did not occur in the designated world-historical place, the mature industrial West, nor according to proper historical procedures, through the dynamic of social revolution. Hegel’s Cunning of Reason28 played a perverse trick on all its historical pawns. For the world’s first socialist revolution triumphed in the most backward nation of Europe, Russia; and it did so not through the logic of Russia’s internal processes, but because of the “accidental,” or contingent, factor of external war. And the result was the paradox of a proletarian revolution in an overwhelmingly peasant country.

This untoward outcome has often been taken to exculpate the Revolution from its obvious later shortcomings, or even to suggest that backward Russia somehow spoiled the logic of history. In other words, the problem with the Bolshevik Revolution was not integral socialism; it was Russia. But in fact there is no paradox at all; the significance of the unexpected results of October is simply that the formal tenets of the Marxist theory underlying it are wrong.

Nevertheless, October does have its logic, though not that of its authors’ formal doctrine. And this logic is quite compatible with Marxism’s deeper structure: the self-enriching alienation of privation and suffering, as this dynamic was expressed after 1914 in the devastation of modern, total war. Therein lies the “rational” character of the apparent paradox. For all Marxist revolutions, from that of Lenin to those of Mao and Ho Chi Minh, and from the First World War to the Second, were produced in backward countries and under the impact of war. This is their logic, and not an accident at all.






2 AND WHY IN RUSSIA FIRST?



These poor villages, these humble fields,

O native land of long suffering,

Land of the Russian people!

—Fedor Tiutchev, 1855




There are at the present two great nations in the world… the Russians and the Americans. Both have grown up unnoticed… and the world learned of their existence and their greatness at almost the same time….

The American struggles against the obstacles which nature opposes to him; the adversaries of the Russian are men. The former combats the wilderness and savage life; the latter, civilization with all its arms. The conquests of the American are therefore gained by the ploughshare; those of the Russian by the sword.

The Anglo-American relies upon personal interest to accomplish his ends, and gives free scope to the unguided strength and common sense of the people; the Russian centers all the authority of society in a single arm. The principal instrument of the former is freedom; of the latter, servitude. Their starting point is different, and their courses are not the same; yet each seems marked out by the will of Heaven to sway the destinies of half the globe.

—Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1838



The Great October Socialist Revolution, as it was once invariably called by the Kremlin, is noteworthy not just because it was socialist but also because it could have occurred in no other country but Russia. For the Empire of the Tsars was indeed the weakest link in the European “capitalist” order, as Lenin correctly perceived. But what in the pattern of Russia’s development accounts for this fateful weakness? And what is the historical logic that conferred on her the improbable destiny of becoming the first nation to cross the world-historical threshold from capitalism to socialism?

One widespread view of this logic is that the despotism and the servitude of old Russia simply reproduced themselves in socialist guise in the totalitarianism of Soviet Russia. Russia’s destiny, therefore, was to be essentially unchanging, and her history could be summed up as the transition from the “white to the red eagle.”1 Historically, this view has been particularly prevalent in Poland and Hungary, and among Germans of the Left. This is so for the obvious and sufficient reason that from the late eighteenth century onward Russian power has regularly and brutally intervened in that area—from the Partitions of Poland between 1772 and 1796 to the crushing of the Revolution of 1848, and on down to the “Brezhnev Doctrine” of 1968. Though he obviously could not have compared old Russia with its Soviet successor, Marx, like most 1848 Germans, was convinced that tsardom was a Byzantine-Mongol monstrosity incapable of change and eventual Europeanization.2

On a superficial glance at the historical record, this view would seem to have much empirical evidence in its favor. Old Russia, after all, knew a regime of serfdom verging on chattel slavery from the late sixteenth century to the peasant Emancipation of 1861, that is, longer than anywhere else in Europe, and in more brutal form. Soviet Russia, in the institution of Stalin’s collective farms, developed a new and even more exploitative type of serfdom. Old Russia sent its dissidents and political prisoners to the frozen waste of Siberia; the new Russia did the same in Stalin’s Gulag. Finally, the immutable political order of old Russia was autocracy, and her historical development was marked by despotic, indeed at times insane revolutions from above under Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great. The new Soviet autocracy was brought to its perfection by the even more terrible revolution from above of Stalin. In short, Russia throughout her history has been an “Oriental despotism”; it has always been quite separate and apart from Europe or the West, “whose history is the history of freedom,” as Hegel and Ranke put the matter.3

All of these similarities between old Russia and Soviet Russia have real bases in fact. But similarities are not the same as continuities, and still less are they causal explanations. For what is lacking in this monochrome picture is the presence of empirically documented agents of transmission taking us from Ivan and Peter to Lenin and Stalin. Moreover, the Russian people in 1917, as well as the outside world, had the overwhelming impression of a radical break in October. And this should lead us to suspect that the thesis of basic continuity in Russian history is founded on the fallacious principle of post hoc, ergo propter hoc, of “after this, therefore because of this.” The fallacy of this causal principle, of course, does not mean that old Russia did not mold its Soviet successor in many decisive ways, but simply that the process through which this occurred was much more complex than one of direct continuity.


RUSSIA AND EUROPE

The thesis that Russia throughout her history has been an “Oriental despotism” obviously goes pari passu with the idea that there exists a clear and distinct contrasting entity called “Europe” or “the West.” In other words, in this interpretation we are dealing with unchanging cultural essences in the metaphysical sense of that word. Indeed, most people in the modern age function automatically as if the Europe–Asia dichotomy was built into world history from the beginning. Leaving Russia aside for the moment, what are we in fact talking about when we speak of “Europe” and “the West”?4

The word Europe as a geographical term appeared as early as the Greeks and at first referred only to the Aegean Peninsula. Eventually, of course, it came to refer to the whole of what is now called Europe, and at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 its eastern frontier was officially fixed at the Urals. The use of the term Europe to designate a culture or a civilization, however, is of very recent vintage, dating only from the eighteenth century. And at that time it also took on the connotation that the area in question represented the most enlightened and civilized portion of mankind, and the culmination of historical development.

Yet well before the eighteenth century, the European peoples had a clear sense of their kinship and distinctiveness, as well as an exalted view of their preeminence in the world. This distinctiveness, however, was defined in religions, not in secular terms. They thus referred to their society as Christendom (Christianitas, or the respublica Christiana), a term created under the Carolingian Empire, which viewed itself as the continuation of the Roman Empire reborn as a higher, Christian entity. And this new term replaced the older word Romanitas, which had defined the Empire—even after Christianity under Constantine had become its dominant religion—in political, not religious, terms. To emphasize this change in values, the Carolingians started counting the years from the birth of Christ (and numbering them anno Domini, or A.D.) rather than from the beginning of the world, which was the Hebrew manner previously used by Christians.

To be sure, the Eastern Empire was also Christian; but there the Greek Church remained subordinate to the state, and these “Byzantines,” therefore, continued to call their world Romanitas. Nor did they change their calendar as a sign that they lived in a new, messianic era; this revolutionary pretension was characteristic only of what the Byzantine Greeks now viewed as the “barbarian West.” This division of the old world of Imperial Romanitas is, of course, the origin of the idea of “the West” as a civilization distinct from “the East,” or “Asia,” or “the Orient.” And with the passage of centuries this once backward West would come to regard itself as higher than all its stagnant neighbors to the East.

What is now called Europe is the civilization that came out of Western, or Latin, Christendom during the millennium after Charlemagne, a civilization that defined itself in opposition to both Eastern Christianity and Islam. Geographically, this included the lands of the Carolingian Empire—France, the Low Countries, northern Italy, western Germany—and the British Isles. Over the next four centuries this area expanded east and north by converting the Western Slavs and the Scandinavians; it also expanded south, in a series of Crusades, by conquering the Iberian Peninsula and southern Italy. Then, in the sixteenth century, this dynamic Christendom grew in a quantum leap to take in the whole Western hemisphere; at the same time, its navigators traveled east to the Indies and Cathay, thereby for the first time achieving the unity of the planet. Thus, however unfair it may be to most of mankind, the modern world is in fact a Eurocentric creation.

In other words, Europe, or the West, is not a fixed geographical entity. Nor is it a static cultural quantity, for the initial medieval Catholic civilization received numerous overlays in the course of its expansion. To mention only the most obvious and most important: With the classical humanism of the fifteenth century, this civilization began to be secularized; and with the religious schism of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century, the unity of Latin Christendom was shattered. Then, as already noted, the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century produced the overtly antireligious challenge of the Enlightenment in the eighteenth century. As a result, the culture of Christendom was secularized in the two meanings of that word: Religion was displaced from the center of life, and formerly religious and transcendent values were often transmuted into rationalistic and immanent ones. It is at this juncture, and because of this new secularizing culture, that in the eighteenth century the term Europe displaced the term Christendom. Add to this the fact that the eighteenth century marked the great takeoff of Europe into sustained economic growth, and we have a picture of the West as a dynamic, expanding entity, and of Europe as a “moveable feast” in which new nations were constantly able to join.

Russia, of course, joined this expanding Concert of Europe under Peter the Great at the beginning of the eighteenth century. This event was not a great shock to either party, however, because the Europe Russia joined was kindred in two respects.5 The first was that the Enlightenment had softened the once central importance of the antagonism between Western and Eastern Christianity; consequently, the “enlightened despotism” of Peter the Great and Catherine the Great, in the eyes of most educated men of the age, made their Empire seem a genuine part of Europe. The second factor of kinship was that the social and political forms of Western old-regime absolutism were not strikingly different from what might be called the universal service state of the tsardom of Muscovy before Peter. Thus the new Imperial Russia of the eighteenth century became more or less a European-style Old Regime, or, if one prefers, a military monarchy.

Russia in this new, early modern Europe, therefore, is best understood not in terms of the antithesis “Russia and the West,” but as part of a continentwide West-East continuum, or of what the Germans call the West-East cultural gradient. In this perspective, Russia is the eastern extreme of a gradation of European Old Regimes running from the more elaborate and developed to the more simple and brutal. In short, she is the backward rear guard of Europe at the bottom of the slope of the West-East cultural gradient.

This view of the matter is, indeed, a frequent perception in nations east of the Rhine, among the Germans, the Poles, and especially the Russians; each of these nations has progressively more layers of “Western” Europe to compare its own development with, and hence, is more conscious of the gradations of development. It is this perception that is expressed, for example, in Leon Trotsky’s once famous “law of combined and uneven development,” by which he meant that Russia’s backwardness forced her to compress or telescope stages of development that farther West were spread out over a long period and many stages.

The most sophisticated expression of this comparative cultural perspective is that given by Alexander Gerschenkron in his Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective.6 Gerschenkron was primarily concerned with economic development and the history of industrialization. His thesis is that the farther east in Europe one goes, the more agrarian and backward societies become, and, therefore, the faster the pace at which they must move to catch up with a constantly rising standard of modernity set by the western edge of the continent. Under these circumstances the only possible agent for such accelerated transformation is the state. Thus, the farther east one goes—from the France of Louis Philippe and Napoleon III, to the Prussia of the Zollverein in the 1830s, to the Russia of Finance Minister Sergei Witte in the 1890s—the greater the role of the state in forcing development. To this there is a cultural corollary, namely, that socialist ideologies from Saint-Simonism under Napoleon III to “legal Marxism” under Witte played an increasingly important role in promoting this forced development from above. It is this “model” that will be followed here. However, it will be used in an adapted and expanded form, applied to historical change generally, rather than to economic development specifically.



Modern Russia’s backwardness was not just economic; it was all-encompassing, involving the economic, the social, the political, and the cultural at once. Yet this had not been the case uniformly throughout Russian history. So let us begin with the beginning and with the basics.

The Russian Empire that produced the October Revolution and the Soviet regime grew out of the Grand Principality of Muscovy, a once small nucleus in a corner of the East Slavic lands. Muscovy itself was a fragment of an earlier entity, the Grand Principality of Kiev, or, more simply, Rus. Kievan Rus had a rather typical post-Roman, European origin, and it took shape, in the ninth century, at the same time as its Frankish Carolingian contemporary farther west: It was a barbarian kingdom that achieved legitimation and promotion to civilized status by conversion to the Christianity of the Roman world, but in this case it was the Christianity of the eastern capital, Constantinople, rather than that of old Rome. In short, Kievan Rus, like all future European states, represented a fusion of Roman, Christian, and barbarian elements that is the foundation of the European formula—though in the case of Kiev a different group of barbarians and different variants of Romanitas and Christianity were involved. In other words, Kiev was a variation on the fundamental European theme.7

The promising development of the Kievan protostate was interrupted in the thirteenth century by the commercial decline of Constantinople and especially by the Mongol conquest of most of Rus itself. The result was a fractured East Slavic World. The western part of this world—what is now Belarus and a good part of Ukraine—the nobility inherited power, and their territories were eventually absorbed into the “noble republic” of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. In the north, the Republic of Novgorod continued the old commercial and municipal civilization of Kiev, but this was now oriented towards the string of Hanseatic cities from Flanders to the Baltic Sea. And in the northeast, the poorest and most backward part of the East European plain, it was the power of the prince, not that of the nobility or of the commercial municipalities, that survived from the wreckage of Rus.

It was in this northeastern forest zone, by the late fifteenth century, that Muscovy emerged as an autocratic power capable at last of freeing itself from the “Tatar yoke.” But this new freedom did not mean an automatic return to Europe, for Muscovy, after the final schism of the Churches in the early fifteenth century, regarded the West with deep suspicion as a world given over to the “Latin heresy.” This autocratic Muscovy, militarized by its two-century struggle against the Mongols, then snuffed out free Novgorod and annexed its lands; beginning in the seventeenth century, it started on the conquest of Poland-Lithuania. Finally, in the enlightened eighteenth century, Peter and Catherine completed this process by taking over the present-day Baltic states and the lion’s share of Poland, thus giving the Russian Empire its basic modern form. To consecrate this result, and to assert equality with the proudest European powers, Peter took the Imperial title of old East Rome, thereby claiming for the Muscovite state the supreme dignity in the European historical tradition.

Thus the modern Russian Empire was created by the most backward, primitive, and militarized portion of the East Slavic lands, an area that generated this conquering power precisely because it was a frontier march against the steppe barbarians. In this respect the Russian experience is similar to the modern German one, in which it was a backward, militarized, and autocratic Brandenburg-Prussia that wound up absorbing the more developed western and southern portions of the German-speaking lands.



The dynamic of the political advantages of backwardness for Russian Imperial state-building must be sought in the internal development of Muscovy before Peter.8 Situated at the northeastern extremity of the northern European forested plain, Muscovy had poorer soil, a harsher climate, and a shorter growing season than elsewhere in Europe. To mention only what is most basic: The agricultural revolution of the three-field system that occurred in far-western Europe in the twelfth century, and that reached central Europe in the fourteenth century, did not come to Muscovy until the second half of the fifteenth century; and commercial towns date only from the sixteenth century and did not become a notable factor until the nineteenth. The result of all this was that the material base of the Muscovite state (and later that of Imperial Russia) was extremely weak.

At the same time, this state confronted exceptional military problems: It was exposed to nomadic incursions from the vast open steppes to the south, and it lacked natural frontiers at any of its borders. This was the origin of the exceptional militarization of the Muscovite state and, therefore, of its society. By the sixteenth century, the service gentry, or dvoriantsvo, was wholly subordinated to the autocratic tsar, and the peasants were enserfed to support the gentry, while both the peasants and the small class of townsmen paid taxes to the state, and the clergy prayed for the success of the whole. Thus, in Russia the lord-peasant order of traditional Europe was organized to meet the military needs of the monarchy in what is best described as a universal service state.



What Peter the Great did was to remold this primitive set of arrangements more or less on the pattern of the military absolutisms of the rest of old-regime Europe.9 The key to all of these early modern state formations was the need to field a large standing army. Until the early seventeenth century, the military forces of Europe had been composed of postfeudal militias, noble levies, or mercenary units. For a variety of reasons that need not concern us here, it was only in the mid-seventeenth century that a regular and permanent standing army—one in which everyone wore the king’s uniform and that eventually would be quartered in his barracks—became a necessity for any state wishing to remain competitive internationally. The great model for this development, of course, is the France of Louis XIV, but the Sweden of Gustavus Adolfus, and the Brandenburg-Prussia of the Great Elector are equally apposite examples. In each case the internal administrative and fiscal systems of the state had to be adjusted to meet these military needs. In such a world, states that could not adapt their structures in time—notably, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth—were fated to disappear from the map of Europe.10

Russia under Peter made an exceptionally successful adaptation. Louis XIV, with the great wealth of France to draw on, could field four hundred thousand men against the combined resources of Britain, Holland, and Austria. Peter, with the far more meager resources of Russia, could field two hundred thousand, which was quite enough against then-declining Sweden, and twice as much as Prussia could boast at the time.

Peter achieved this very considerable feat by revolutionary state action from above. The crux of the Petrine reform is that backward Muscovy, once freed of the Mongols, was confronted by the far more serious challenge of the early modern European military revolution. Since the Russian economy and society were too weak to meet this challenge on their own initiative, the meager resources of the country had to be mobilized and squeezed to the limit by brutal state action from above. This is similar to what the Great Elector had done fifty years earlier with the comparably meager resources of Prussia. And in both cases the great-power status that resulted would be maintained until the catastrophic wars of the twentieth century.


NARROWING THE GAP

The pattern of revolution from above as the response of backward Russia to the challenge of the West would be maintained down to the end of the Old Regime in 1917.11 This challenge would always remain to some degree military, insofar as modern warfare became increasingly dependent on advanced technology. But over time the challenge would evolve from a relatively simple military matter to ever more complex economic, political, and cultural ones. As the West constantly upped the ante of what it meant to be European and modern, so Russia had to develop correspondingly more complex adaptations to each new Western level of development; and as time went by, it became increasingly difficult to make these adaptations by brutal state initiative from above. More and more, the resources of society had to be mobilized by society itself, which eventually took over the task of modernization from the state.

The first of these new-type challenges was the democratic shock of the French Revolution. For once the absolutist state was no longer the major force for progress in most of the West, and when the torch of modernity had been passed to the people, the Russian autocratic state was also automatically out of date, laggard, and even reactionary, first in the eyes of the West, and ultimately in the eyes of its increasingly more educated elite. Thus, since Russia remained a serf-based society in the midst of the new Europe of the democratic idea, the whole system was increasingly placed under dangerous strains.

These strains were all the greater because the Russian Old Regime, as put together by Peter, was a very rudimentary affair. The greatest of Russian historians, Vasilii Kliuchevskii, has accurately emphasized the extreme simplicity of Russia’s historical processes (as compared with those of more Western European countries), a fact that derives largely from the starkness of her class structure.12 Until well into the nineteenth century there were, in effect, only two classes in Russia, or at least only two that mattered. There was the service gentry (dvoriantsvo), which constituted about 2 percent of the population; and there was the peasantry, which until the 1890s constituted roughly 95 percent of the population. The gentry possessed most of the wealth, monopolized all privileges, staffed the state bureaucracy, officered the military forces, and in addition dominated culture. The peasantry, one half of their numbers enserfed to the gentry and the other half to the state, labored to maintain the nation materially, paid taxes, and furnished the foot soldiers of the military. To be sure, other estates existed as well—the merchants and the clergy—but they were insignificant numerically and counted for even less socially.

The introduction of the post–French Revolutionary concept of democracy into such a world could only have a devastating effect. The means through which this new and radical form of Europeanization made itself felt was a group that came to be known by the mid-nineteenth century as the intelligentsia.13

From the time of Peter, one of the principal ways in which the Russian state modernized its society was to build an educational system. Beginning with elite universities, and only later going on to secondary gymnasia and finally to elementary schools, this system sought to absorb and transmit the advanced culture of the West. Initially this was intended, and did in fact serve, to strengthen the power of the state. But in the early nineteenth century the tiny educated elite, overwhelmingly from the gentry, began to demand the rights of political participation and personal liberty put forward by contemporary Western liberalism; this only panicked the apprehensive autocracy, which was ever mindful of Russia’s long history of peasant revolts. The greatest of these, that of Pugachev as recently as 1774, was what Pushkin had in mind when he spoke of “the Russian bunt [anarchic riot], mindless and pitiless.”14 Indeed, at the very beginning of the century, the ultraconservative Joseph de Maistre had warned Alexander I, who continued the Imperial tradition of enlightenment from above, that the real danger to the fragile structures of the Empire was not so much the peasants themselves as an eventual “Pougatcheff d’université.”



The first such intellectual rebels appeared in the uniforms of the Imperial guards at Alexander’s death in 1825. These Decembrists, as they came to be called, attempted an armed coup against his heir with the aim of giving Russia a constitution and abolishing serfdom. After their failure, the new emperor, Nicholas I, repressed all manifestations of nascent liberalism throughout his thirty-year reign. In response, the gentry intellectuals only became more political, but in the theoretical, not the practical, domain. On the one hand, the Westernizers argued that Russia, despite Nicholas, was destined eventually to retrace Europe’s path to constitutional liberty, and their model was July Monarchy France. On the other hand, the Slavophiles, like the German romantic conservatives, were fearful of the disruptive Western path, and so insisted that Russia’s development must be founded on the patriarchal and communal ways of the native tradition. And well might the Slavophiles have been afraid, for the most radical Westernizers, Mikhail Bakunin and Aleksandr Herzen, by the Revolution of 1848 were demanding the ultimate in matters democratic: socialism.

Under Russian conditions, however, this new doctrine could not have the proletariat as its universal class; only the peasantry—the people, or the narod—could play that role.15 So Herzen and Bakunin advanced a new version of the socialist utopia: peasant socialism, founded on the village commune, or obshchina. This theory, later known as narodnichestvo, or Populism, asserted that the peasants were innately socialist because they had no private property: They held their lands collectively and redistributed them periodically within the commune as families changed in size. Populism asserted further that the peasants were innately revolutionary because they were chattel serfs of their gentry lords. Consequently, the democratic revolution in Russia would be simplicity itself: A peasant uprising would destroy the autocracy and the gentry, and socialism would virtually exist in the form of the village commune.

Thus backward Russia, in a single revolution, would be able to leap directly from the Old Regime to socialism and avoid the Western halfway house of bourgeois constitutionalism. And so, at the same time that Marx created the greatest social fantasy of the age for the industrial West, Russia produced an answering, though more primitive, fantasy for the rural East: Backwardness was transformed from a burden into an advantage, and the last nation of Europe came to see itself as potentially the first.

In the next reign, the radical wing of the intelligentsia got its chance to act on the Populist fantasy. In the 1860s, Alexander II carried out a liberalizing revolution from above with the Emancipation of the serfs in 1861, followed by the creation of elected organs of local self-government, the zemstvos, and an independent judiciary in 1864. These Great Reforms were a close analogue of the Prussian Reform of 1806-1810, which introduced that part of the French Revolution’s agenda that was compatible with the preservation of aristocracy and absolute monarchy. Alexander’s aim was a similar controlled modernization, and he indeed narrowed the gap with the rest of Europe more than did any sovereign since Peter. But as Tocqueville famously observed, the most dangerous time for a bad government is when it starts to reform itself. And indeed, the more impatient members of the intelligentsia were radicalized by the Great Reforms to the point where they produced a continuing revolutionary movement.

This change was effected in the sixties by the revolt of the plebian “sons” against their gentry “fathers,” in Ivan Turgenev’s famous dichotomy. The latter were liberals in politics and philosophical idealists and romantics in culture; or when they were socialists, like Herzen and Bakunin, they sought to fuse German philosophy with French socialism, Hegel with Saint-Simon or Proudhon. The uncouth sons, often from clerical families, adjoined to their Populism a philosophical “nihilism” that was an aggressive compound of positivism, materialism, and utilitarian ethics; in this perspective, gentry liberals were judged to be worse enemies of progress than the autocracy itself. Herzen called these commoners “the bilious ones,” and they indeed represented a particularly hard-bitten and crude strain of the European Enlightenment tradition.

Their great figure was Nikolai Chernyshevskii, literary critic and social philosopher. In his worldview everything in life was subordinated to politics and the service of the people. All art had to be civic, all personal relationships had to be sacrificed to the public cause, and all energies devoted to the revolution which would bring Russia to the Crystal Palace of a rational society. He expounded this ethos in 1863 in a utopian novel, What Is To Be Done?, which for the next half-century would be the revolutionary breviary of the “repentant noblemen” who increasingly rallied to the people’s cause.
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