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To Jimmy Carter
whose message of human rights
continues to resonate





Introduction



This book is not a prediction but an urgent warning. It is about the state of global politics today, about what may happen by the onset of the twenty-first century, and also about what must not be allowed to happen. My concern that global change is out of control involves a necessarily subjective interpretation of the political meaning and message of our times. It is hence partially diagnosis, partially prognosis, and partially advocacy.


This personal statement occasionally even trespasses on the philosophical. But it is not possible to deal with modern global politics, in the age of massive political awakening, without taking into account the consequences not only of enhanced human capabilities but also of changes in the dominant content of the human spirit.


Recognition of the notable acceleration in the velocity of our history and the uncertainty of its trajectory is the necessary point of departure for my argument. History has not ended but has become compressed. Whereas in the past, historical epochs stood out in relatively sharp relief, and one could thus have a defined sense of historical progression, history today entails sharp discontinuities that collide with each other, condense our sense of perspective, and confuse our historical perceptions.


In other words, we live in a world that is already in fact very different from the one which we have begun to comprehend, and by the time our comprehension has caught up with the new reality, the world is likely to be even more drastically different in ways that today may seem unthinkable. Discontinuity is the central reality of our contemporary history, and that demands an intensified debate regarding the meaning of our era.


Moreover, our ability to understand the wider ramifications of the present—not to speak of the future—is impeded by the massive collapse, especially in the advanced parts of the world, of almost all established values. Totalitarian doctrines have been discredited—and that is to be applauded. But the role of religion in defining moral standards has also declined while an ethos of consumerism masquerades as a substitute for ethical standards. Humanity’s capacity to control itself and its environment has been expanding exponentially and our material expectations even more so. At the same time, our societal criteria of moral discernment and of self-control have become increasingly vague. Ethical perplexity does not enhance historical comprehension.


This book is based on a central premise: that ultimately it is ideas that mobilize political action and thus shape the world. Such ideas may be simple or complex, good or bad, well understood or just instinctively felt. At times they may be articulated by charismatic personalities; at other times, they may be just pervasively present. Ours is the age of global political awakening, and hence political ideas are likely to be increasingly central, either as the source of intellectual cohesion or of confusion, as well as of political consensus or of conflict.


I focus more specifically on three broad questions:


1. What is the historical significance of the grand failure during the twentieth century of totalitarianism in general and of communism in particular as an ideological force in world affairs?


2. What is the likely doctrinal and geopolitical shape of the world as it enters the twenty-first century?


3. What are the implications of the foregoing for America’s role in the world and also for American society itself?


These are large questions. They are also complex, timely, and important. I try to address them not in an extended, heavily documented, and rather academic volume—but through a direct personal statement. I want to leave the reader with a clear grasp of my argument, so that he or she can then decide whether my case is compelling or dubious. I should make it clear, however, that this is not a policy book, with a list of instant solutions for complex problems. The issues that I discuss are intractable, deeply rooted in long-term historical tides, and their correction requires first a profound reassessment of basic political and social values.


That case is derived in part from some of my previous books. In Between Two Ages (1970) I argued that America was plunging into a new era ahead of most of the world, and that this explained both America’s troubles and its promise, while the Soviet Union was likely to remain mired in the early stages of its industrial development. I return to some of these themes in this book. In Game Plan (1986) I made the case that the United States could prevail peacefully in the Cold War, especially given the internal weaknesses of the Soviet system. The Grand Failure: The Birth and Death of Communism in the Twentieth Century (1989), as the title suggests, postulated that communism had spent its force and that the world was now entering the postcommunist phase of history.


The argument developed in what follows unfolds through four stages:


1. Twentieth-century politics, dominated by the rise of totalitarian movements, deserve to be described as the politics of organized insanity. That insanity produced not only unparalleled bloodshed but involved also the most ambitious attempt in mankind’s history to establish total control over both the internal and the external condition of the human being itself. The failed attempt to create coercive utopias—that is, heavens on earth—on the basis of dogmatic designs of truly cosmic brazenness perverted the rational and the idealistic impulses unleashed in Europe some two hundred years ago by the French Revolution.


2. The failure of the totalitarian experiments coincided with the political awakening of mankind on a truly global scale. This coincidence may mean that the liberal democratic framework, now associated with both the French and American revolutions, is potentially applicable on a worldwide basis, thereby creating the basis for a possible worldwide political consensus. However, disintegrative forces globally at work could still prove more potent than integrative forces. The global relevance of the West’s political message could be vitiated by the growing tendency in the advanced world to infuse the inner content of liberal democracy with a life-style that I define as permissive cornucopia. The priority given to individual self-gratification, combined with the growing capacity of the human being to reshape itself through genetic and other forms of scientific self-alteration—with neither subject to moral restraint—tend to create a condition in which little self-control is exercised over the dynamics of the desire to consume and to tinker with the self. In contrast, outside the richer West, much of human life is still dominated by fundamental concerns with survival and not with conspicuous consumption. These divergent trends undermine and inhibit global consensus and enhance the dangers inherent in a deepening global cleavage.


3. Today, the United States stands as the only truly global power. But it does so in a setting in which traditional international politics are being transformed into global politics: politics that are becoming—under the influence of modern communications and increasing economic interpenetration—an extended process, obliterating the distinction between the domestic and the international. Inherent in this is the potential for the emergence of a genuine global community. The question arises whether a global power that is not guided by a globally relevant set of values can for long exercise that predominance. To be sure, American power is real, and in fact, it is unlikely to be challenged in the foreseeable future by any of its potential rivals. Neither Japan nor Europe—for reasons stated in this section—are in fact likely to displace America. In that sense, the U.S. global position is historically unique. But many of the weaknesses of a permissive cornucopia represent the potentially defining trend in the current American culture. Unless there is some deliberate effort to reestablish the centrality of some moral criteria for the exercise of self-control over gratification as an end in itself, the phase of American preponderance may not last long, despite the absence of any self-evident replacement.


4. Although a single and increasingly interdependent global political process is emerging, America’s difficulty in exercising effective global authority within it—because of inner weaknesses derived more from cultural than from economic causes—could produce a situation of intensifying global instability. On the geopolitical level, that is likely to be expressed through the intensification of Eurasian regional conflicts which are ensuing in the wake of the Soviet Union’s collapse. Proliferation of weapons of mass destruction makes this prospect more ominous. The crisis in the postcommunist world in the meantime could deepen, undermining the wider global appeal of democracy and stimulating the reappearance of millennial demagogy. The conflicts between the North and the South could also then sharpen. A new coalition of the poorer nations against the rich—perhaps led by China—might then emerge.


The interaction between the acceleration of our history, our increased capacities to shape the world, our rapidly expanding material desires, and our moral ambiguity is thus generating unprecedented dynamics of uncontrolled change. We are all racing into the future but it is increasingly the pace of change, and not our wills, which is shaping that future. The world is rather like a plane on automatic pilot, with its speed continuously accelerating but with no defined destination.


To be sure, there are some hopeful signs that in the wake of the Cold War’s end mankind may now be in a better position to undertake a more serious effort to organize itself as a global community. That notwithstanding, the central fact remains that humanity’s ability to define for itself a meaningful existence is increasingly threatened by the contradiction between subjective expectations and objective socioeconomic conditions. Inherent in the potential collision between these two broad trends is the danger that world politics—both in terms of international affairs and of internal societal conditions—could simply spiral out of control, generating massive political disorder and philosophical confusion.


This is why there is the need for a wider, globally shared understanding of the purpose of political existence—that is, the condition of human interdependence. A major step toward such understanding implies some effort at defining the proper limits—ultimately, moral in character—of internal and external aspirations. This will require a conscious effort to strike a balance between social need and personal gratification, global poverty and national wealth, irresponsible alteration of the physical environment as well as even of the human being and the effort to  preserve both nature’s patrimony and the authenticity of human identity.


This is the critical historical challenge that America now faces in the postutopian age. The point of departure for an effective response is the recognition that only by creating a society that is guided by some shared criteria of self-restraint can it help to shape a world more truly in control of its destiny. Only with such recognition can we ensure that we will be the masters, and not the victims, of history as we enter the twenty-first century.


Zbigniew Brzezinski


Northeast Harbor, Maine


AUGUST 1992
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The Politics of Organized Insanity


 


The twentieth century was born in hope. It dawned in a relatively benign setting. The principal powers of the world had enjoyed, broadly speaking, a relatively prolonged spell of peace. Only three major eruptions of international violence had disrupted the basic tranquility sustained by the system established during the Congress of Vienna of 1815. The Crimean War of 1853–56 briefly pitted France and Britain against Russia, but without major geopolitical repercussions; while the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–1905 signaled the emergence on the world scene of Germany and of Japan, respectively, as new potential major actors.


The dominant mood in the major capitals as of January 1, 1900 was generally one of optimism. The structure of global power seemed stable. Existing empires appeared to be increasingly enlightened as well as secure. Some, like the Austro-Hungarian, could even have been said to be examples of both moderation and ethnic cohabitation. The principal capitals, be they London or Paris or Berlin or Vienna or St. Petersburg, were beginning to enjoy the benefits of the industrial revolution while thriving also as cultural centers. Art, architecture, literature were blooming, with innovative currents generating a mood of hopeful creativity. Democracy, and even social democracy, was also beginning to make modest inroads into the existing traditional authoritarian structures, but without visibly disruptive effects. Social inequality, though widespread, seemed still normal but increasingly subject—at least in such places as, for example, Germany—to gradual correction by progressively expanding governmental intervention.


Most importantly, the dominant political outlook, at least on the surface, seemed to be relatively passionless. Nationalism was becoming stronger, but it was not yet dominant. The ruling elites partook of the considerable degree of consensus, not to speak of blood ties, that prevailed among their reigning monarchs. Growing faith in the scientific revolution was generating optimism about the future condition of mankind. The onset of the twentieth century was hailed in many commentaries as the real beginning of the Age of Reason.


And reason expressed through science, indeed, did help to transform the world for the better. The twentieth century experienced unprecedented scientific breakthroughs in the areas most directly relevant to the physical aspects of the human condition: medicine, nutrition, modern communications. The scourge of epidemics, of child mortality, of vulnerability to various diseases was dramatically reduced. Human life expectancy increased by 30 to 50 percent in many parts of the world. Innovations in surgery and in general medical treatment as well as the breakout into outer space dramatically redefined the frontiers of human life. But this progress, unfortunately, was not matched on the moral level—with politics representing the twentieth century’s greatest failure.


Contrary to its promise, the twentieth century became mankind’s most bloody and hateful century, a century of hallucinatory politics and of monstrous killings. Cruelty was institutionalized to an unprecedented degree, lethality was organized on a mass production basis. The contrast between the scientific potential for good and the political evil that was actually unleashed is shocking. Never before in history was killing so globally pervasive, never before did it consume so many lives, never before was human annihilation pursued with such concentration of sustained effort on behalf of such arrogantly irrational goals.


Admittedly, there have been other periods in history in which violence was intense. With the population of the world during the Middle Ages so much smaller, the Great Horde’s sweep through central Europe, and also into the Middle East, produced, on a relative scale, perhaps even higher mortality. Nonetheless, this as well as other comparable explosions of violence were essentially outbursts—intense, violent, bloody but rarely sustained. Slaughter, especially of noncombatants, was directly associated with physical contest and conquest; rarely was it a matter of sustained policy, based on systematized premeditation. It is the latter that represents the twentieth century’s gruesome contribution to political history.





ONE
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The Century of Megadeath


It is not necessary to chronicle in detail this century’s bloody record of mass murder on a scale beyond human capacity to fully comprehend and to truly empathize. But a concise statistical accounting of the extraordinary toll of politically motivated killings is a necessary point of departure for defining this century’s political meaning and legacy. (The enormity of that toll deserves to be described in terms of megadeaths, mega being a factor of 106.)


The unprecedented dimensions of the twentieth century’s bloodletting were directly derived from the central existential struggles that defined and dominated this century. These struggles cumulatively produced the two most massive moral outrages of our time—outrages that transformed the century of promise into one of organized insanity. The first involved prolonged and extraordinarily devastating wars, not only with very high military casualties but with an equally high or even higher civilian toll: two world wars and at least thirty additional major international or civil wars (defined as ones in which fatalities were no less than tens of thousands). The second has involved the totalitarian attempts to create what might be described as “coercive utopias”: perfect societies based on the physical elimination of prescribed “social misfits,” doctrinally defined as racially or socially precluded from redemption.


Precise figures on the cumulative toll are not possible. Some of the combatant states—especially the victorious ones—kept reasonably accurate statistics for their own casualties; the vanquished often suffered the loss of their archives and hence only estimates are possible. The problem of accounting is even more acute in regard to civilian deaths that occurred as by-products of the war. Even in the case of advanced countries, such as Germany or Japan, the loss of life caused by air attacks can only be estimated. The problem is especially acute in the case of civilian deaths in countries like the Soviet Union or China, where combat also entailed foreign occupation, massive social disruptions, and the collapse of organized governmental institutions.


More elusive still are the totals of the deaths inflicted by totalitarian regimes in pursuit of ther doctrinal agendas of hatred. Neither Hitler nor Stalin nor Mao boasted publicly of their programs of mass murder. But the deliberate killings of the Jews, or of the Gypsies, or of the Poles cannot be counted as civilian by-products of the war. Conquest through war made their killing possible, but they were killed deliberately and not concurrently with military operations. This was also the case with the massive internal social annihilations carried out by Lenin, Stalin, and Mao.


The figures that follow are, therefore, estimates; but what is important is the scale and not the exact numbers. It is the scale—so unprecedented that it becomes almost incomprehensible—that provides a gruesome measure both for the political passions of the century and for the technological means that the passions were able to harness. (In rounding out the totals, middle estimates were accepted—hence the totals that follow are, if anything, perhaps somewhat low.)


Of those killed in twentieth-century wars, approximately 33,000,000 were young men, mostly between the ages of eighteen and thirty, who perished in the name of nationalism and/or ideology. The two world wars are counted to have consumed at least 8,500,000 and 19,000,000 military lives, respectively, causing a massive biological depletion of talent, energy, and genetic inheritance in several key European nations. Other wars elsewhere in this century caused an additional 6,000,000 or so military fatalities. Civilian casualties—as actual by-product of hostilities (and not of deliberate genocide)—accounted for about 13,000,000 women, children, and older men during World War I and for about 20,000,000 during World War II, to which must be added the estimated 15,000,000 civilian Chinese deaths in the Sino-Japanese war which started prior to World War II.


In addition, probably no less than 6,000,000 civilians perished in other conflicts. Among them, the Mexican wars of the early century, the Paraguay-Bolivia War of 1928–35, the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1936, the India-Pakistan partition of 1947 and the subsequent two wars, the Korean war of 1950–53, the Nigerian civil war of 1967, the Vietnam War of 1961–75, and the Iraq-Iran war of 1980–87 have been the most lethal.


In the process, killing became devastatingly indiscriminate, with civilians perishing in numbers at least as great as the military fatalities. Moreover, even worse from the moral point of view was the pervasive inclination of all combatants to view enemy civilians as legitimate targets. Although it was the Nazis and the Japanese militarists who initiated the practice of total war, democratic societies—once also at war—likewise succumbed to the tempting proposition that “the ends justify the means.” The hundreds of thousands of innocent civilians killed in the fire-bombing of Dresden and in the atomic destruction of Hiroshima provide mute testimony to the moral corruption facilitated by advances in the technology of death.


In brief, this century’s wars extinguished no less than approximately 87,000,000 lives, with the numbers of wounded, maimed, or otherwise afflicted being beyond estimate.


These staggering numbers are matched and morally even overshadowed by a still more horrifying total, one that justifiably stamps the twentieth century as the century of megadeath: the number of defenseless individuals deliberately put to death because of doctrinal hatred and passions. Four individuals—each epitomizing a doctrine in which the physical elimination not just of individual opponents but of entire categories of human beings, defined either through race or class, was held to be socially beneficial—caused most of these politically motivated deaths.


In the name of doctrine, Hitler caused the deliberate killing of over 5,000,000 Jews (since the round figure of 6,000,000 is usually cited, it should be noted that precise tables with supporting data, providing a detailed breakdown of the Nazi genocide of the Jews, are contained in the monumental study by Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews [1985], with the horrendous toll amounting to no less than 5,100,000); about 800,000 Gypsies—with both Jews and Gypsies designated for total extinction; more than 2,000,000 Poles, with special efforts made to kill the entire Polish intelligentsia; perhaps as many as 6,000,000 Soviet (mostly Russian and Ukrainian) prisoners of war and civilians murdered or starved to death deliberately (beyond the millions killed in combat or as a consequence of combat and already included in the war totals); and at least 2–3,000,000 cold-bloodedly murdered elsewhere in Europe, with Yugoslavia alone accounting for about one-half of the victims. The Jewish holocaust included about 2,000,000 children deliberately murdered, by far the most gruesome case of infanticide in human history. In brief, Hitler had about 17,000,000 human beings put to death.


He was outdone, however, by Stalin and Mao. Stalin inherited from Lenin an efficiently operating machinery for the mass destruction of political and social opponents, and he further improved on it. Because of Lenin—through mass executions during and after civil war, through massive deaths in the Gulag initiated under Lenin’s direction (and powerfully documented in Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago), and through mass famines induced by ruthless indifference (with Lenin callously dismissing as unimportant the deaths of “the half-savage, stupid, difficult people of the Russian villages”)—it can be estimated that between 6–8,000,000 people perished.


That number subsequently was more or less tripled by Stalin, who caused, it has been conservatively estimated, the deaths of no less than 20,000,000 people, and perhaps even upward of 25,000,000. Of that total, in the years 1937–38 alone, 1,000,000 were shot one by one and an additional 2,000,000 died in labor camps. An additional 1,000,000 were also executed during the preceding years, following Stalin’s accession to power in the late 1920s. Several million died during the collectivization and the artificially induced great famine of the early 1920s. Robert Conquest (in his pioneering and monumental The Great Terror) estimates that, all in all, approximately 7,000,000 were the victims of Stalin’s destruction of the peasant society and that about 12,000,000 died in labor camps. To this must be added another 1,000,000 or so put to death during and after World War II; the victims of ruthless mass deportations prior to, during, and after World War II; and the mass killings and deportations of Poles in occupied Poland and of Baits between 1939 and 1941 and again during the waning phases and in the aftermath of World War II.


In addition, Stalinist Russia had a gruesome record in its treatment of prisoners of war. According to data compiled in 1992 by the Germans, some 357,000 German POWs died in Soviet captivity during and after the war. In addition, several hundred thousand Japanese, Rumanian, Hungarian, Finnish, and Italian POWs also perished without a trace in Soviet camps. Finally, of the 180,000 Polish military captured by the Soviets in 1939, only about 40,000 subsequently reappeared. Thus close to 1,000,000 POWs can be assumed to have died in Stalin’s camps.


To this day, the former Soviet Union is dotted with enormous secret graveyards, usually located on the outskirts of big cities—often in parks reserved for NKVD dachas and sometimes in abandoned mine shafts—in which the bodies of the executed victims were systematically (usually at night) buried. Just next to Minsk (a city of less than 1 million inhabitants in Stalin’s time), a burial site containing some 200,000 executed victims was uncovered in the late 1980s. Subsequently, similar sites have been found throughout the entire land, next to every major city.


Most of those killed were executed in the most perfunctory, almost impersonal manner. To the Bolshevik leaders, the process involved was one of class cleansing, in which the society was purified by the “liquidation” of entire categories of enemies. Documents unearthed from the Soviet archives (following the collapse of the Soviet Union) reveal an attitude toward killing on the part of the Soviet leaders which was pathologically deprived of any humane feelings, not to speak of the fundamental contravention of any civilized notions of judicial procedures. Killing simply became a bureaucratic function, both for the leaders commanding it and for the executioners performing it.


In that respect, the mass murder of the Jews by the Nazis or of class enemies by the Communists had much in common, in both cases becoming a totally dehumanized process, devoid even of passion, not to speak of compassion.


A chilling case in point is provided by the documents which Boris Yeltsin courageously revealed to the world regarding the long-kept secret Soviet massacre in 1940 of Polish officers, officials, and intellectuals taken prisoner after the joint Nazi-Soviet occupation of Poland in 1939. On March 5, 1940, L. Beria, the head of the NKVD, submitted a memorandum addressed “To Comrade Stalin,” providing a detailed breakdown of the 14,736 officers held prisoner in three camps, and of 10,685 Polish political prisoners held in various Soviet prisons. All were described as committed enemies of the Soviet Union, and the document recommended that they all be executed. On the same day, the Politburo met, and its protocol no. 13 of March 5, 1940 simply stated as follows:


 


Decision of 5.III. 1940—Case of NKVD USSR


I. To Convey to the NKVD USSR


1) the files of 14,700 persons contained in camps for prisoners of war: former Polish officers, officials, landowners, policemen, intelligence officials, gendarmes, settlers and criminals,


2) as well as the files of 11,000 persons arrested and placed in prisons in the western regions of Ukraine and Belorussia: members of various counterrevolutionary, espionage and diversionary organizations, former landowners, factory owners, former Polish officers, officials and refugees—to resolve through a special process, applying to them the highest penalty: shooting.


II. The cases are to be resolved without summoning the arrested and without presenting to them the indictments, the decisions to close the investigations and the verdict according to the following procedure:


a) regarding the persons held in camps for prisoners of war on the basis of data presented by the Administration for Prisoners of War of the NKVD USSR,


b) regarding persons arrested on the basis of data presented by the NKVD of the Ukrainian SSR and the NKVD of the Belorussian SSR.


III. Resolution of the cases and the handing down of the verdict is to be entrusted to the troika of comrades composed of: Merkulov, Kabulov and Bashtakov (head of the first Special Department of the NKVD USSR).


(signed) Secretary of the C.C. J. STALIN.


That was all. With one scrap of paper, containing the brief phrase “applying to them the highest penalty: shooting,” more than 25,000 lives (representing in this particular case the social elite of a country) were wiped out. On a much more massive scale, this procedure was repeated for several years for hundreds of thousands of Soviet citizens, not to mention the millions that also perished through exhaustion, starvation, and maltreatment in the Gulag. Though the precise figures for Stalin’s toll will never be available, it is unlikely that the range of 20–25,000,000 victims is an exaggeration. Census statistics also indicate that additionally the biological depletion of the Soviet population during Stalin’s reign was even higher. The estimated number of killings cited above, in any case, accounts for Stalin’s direct genocide. Demographic depletion—because of reduced birthrates, loss of offspring because of higher infant mortality, births that did not take place because of imprisonment of a would-be parent, etc.—certainly had to be in excess of even the enormous toll directly attributable to Stalin personally.


Stalin’s methods were applied after 1945 throughout Eastern Europe. In every satellite state, concentration camps—in effect, death camps—were established, in which enemies of the new regimes were worked to death. Tens of thousands thereby perished. The scale of individual executions throughout the conquered region cannot even be estimated, but it certainly amounted to several hundred thousand. In some areas, where active resistance to the imposition of communism was strongest—such as Poland, western Ukraine, Lithuania, and parts of Yugoslavia—the killings were on a mass scale, often followed by large-scale deportation of the local populace, suspected of aiding the resistance. Once the Soviet Army drove the Germans out of Poland, the Soviet NKVD and its Communist puppets were especially ruthless in stamping out the anti-Nazi Polish underground, since it represented during World War II the best organized European resistance movement and was thus a formidable barrier to Communist rule.


It is a moral outrage that in the wake of the extensive denunciation of Stalin’s crimes throughout what was once called the Soviet bloc, not a single Stalinist secret police functionary, concentration camp commander, torturer, or executioner has been placed on trial for Stalinist crimes. To this day, former Nazi war criminals are still being punished for their crimes against humanity. The postcommunist Russian and East European press has been filled with detailed accounts of massive mistreatment, secret executions, gruesome tortures under interrogation, and of the discovery after discovery of new mass graves of tens of thousands of secretly buried victims. As the past is unmasked, even memoirs of some former executioners have appeared in print, in one Russian case with a former NKVD executioner describing how he had improved the technique of shooting victims in the death cell without causing blood to be sprayed by forcing the gun barrel into the mouths of the condemned. In another notorious case, some of the executioners of the 15,000 Polish officers in Katyn and elsewhere have been identified as living in the former Soviet Union on state pensions. Yet in a strange display of moral lethargy, to this day nowhere has anyone been brought to justice for these extraordinary crimes.


Accounting for the human losses in China during the most violent phases of the communist experiment is an even more difficult task. Unlike the exposure of Stalin’s crimes in the Soviet Union (and the much delayed and the still somewhat reticent exposure of Lenin’s crimes), the Chinese regime persists in regarding the Maoist phase as relatively sacrosanct, with its killings justified but with their scale kept secret. The only exception is the cultural revolution of the late 1960s and early 1970s, from which the current Chinese rulers suffered directly. For this phase of internal violence some estimates have surfaced, and they suggest deaths on the scale of 1–2,000,000.


For the earlier phases, notably the 1950s, there have been broad estimates of as many as several million executed as “enemies of the people”—mostly landlords and richer bourgeoisie as well as former Kuomintang officials and officers. In addition, the figure of up to 27,000,000 peasants who perished as a consequence of the forcible collectivization has often been cited. Given the size of the Chinese population, and the indifference to human life of the current regime, the estimate of about 29,000,000 as the human cost of the communist era is in all probability on the low side, especially as it does not take into account the net loss to China’s population because of the demographic impact of such mass killings.


This ghastly ledger would not be complete without some accounting of the price in human lives paid for the attempts to construct communist utopias in Eastern Europe, North Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Cuba. It is a safe estimate that these consumed at least 3,000,000 victims, with Cambodia under Pol Pot alone accounting for about one-third. Thus the total might actually be higher. In brief, the failed effort to build communism in the twentieth century consumed the lives of almost 60,000,000 human beings, making communism the most costly human failure in all of history.


The above summary registers the human toll of the massive moral failures of the twentieth century. And that does not include even all of the most egregious cases. The massacre of the Armenians in Turkey during World War I or the Hindu-Moslem killings during the partition of India represent also historical stains of very major proportions, with religious and ethnic passions out of control prompting the deaths in all probability of no less than 3–4,000,000 people.


To sum up, the appalling total killed deliberately during this century—not in actual combat but in cold blood, for various ideological or religious reasons—comes to upward of 80,000,000 lives.


Thus, during the twentieth century, no less than 167,000,000 lives—and quite probably in excess of 175,000,000—were deliberately extinguished through politically motivated carnage. That is the approximate equivalent of the total population of France, Italy, and Great Britain; or over two-thirds of the total current population of the United States. This is more than the total killed in all previous wars, civil conflicts, and religious persecutions throughout human history. These horrendous though dry numbers are also a reminder of what can happen when humanity’s innate capacity for aggression becomes harnessed by dogmatic self-righteousness and is enhanced by increasingly potent technologies of destruction.


The above estimates of total deaths cannot convey—and, given their scale, the human mind cannot even comprehend—the cumulative damage and the moral degradation inherent in the twin cataclysms of the twentieth century: its massive wars and its totalitarian revolutions. Europe, the cradle of Western civilization, was subjected (in the course of two world wars) to more than ten years of sustained destruction and massive killings. China and Japan suffered similar fates. Some of the world’s grandest cities and most precious cultural artifacts were lost. A significant proportion of humanity’s intellectual talent was depleted. Entire communities—notably the artistically and culturally creative Jewish one in Europe—were eliminated.


The totalitarian assault was especially virulent in its degradation of the human condition. From a cultural point of view, both nazism and communism represented nothing less than the modern variants of barbarism. In both instances, the totalitarian revolutions inflicted—and did so deliberately—irreparable and immeasurable damage to mankind’s cultural heritage. In this respect, the Nazis acted in Germany and in occupied Europe in a manner basically indistinguishable from the frenzied efforts of the Communists in Russia or China to wipe out the cultural attainments of the preceding generations. It is impossible to account for the churches or temples blown up, for the monuments torn down, for the library collections robbed or burned, for the artworks stolen, for other cultural heirlooms plundered or destroyed in an orgiastic atavism directed at traditional values, to say nothing of the denigration of the human spirit.


But all that pales in comparison to the cumulative toll of about 170,000,000 human beings destroyed by wars and totalitarian genocide. This estimate provides perhaps the only quantifiable dimension of the political insanity that mankind experienced during this century.





TWO
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The Centrality of Metamyth


The tragedy of the twentieth century was largely unexpected. None of the predictions widely made on January 1, 1900 even came close to anticipating the ideological massacres and political warfare that followed. Yet there were inklings of what might happen even before 1900. Already in the late nineteenth century and especially by the beginning of the twentieth, conscious political life, especially in Europe, was increasingly beginning to gravitate toward, and be galvanized by, grand transcendental fictions—what I call metamyth—capable of activating wide support among the increasingly literate and thus politically mobilizable masses.


A grand transcendental fiction is to be understood as an irrational but compelling blend of the religious impulse to seek salvation, of the nationalistic self-identification as being superior to outsiders, and of utopian social doctrines reduced to the level of populist slogans. Permitting escape from unsatisfactory reality through a commitment to an imaginary reality yet to be achieved, metamyth served to galvanize and channel mass passions—with the spread of literacy facilitating the political appeal of the metamyths and with industrial techniques, harnessed in the name of the metamyth, making feasible the infliction of death on a scale without precedent in human history.


The appearance of metamyth as a political factor has to be understood in the context of the emergence by the twentieth century of the phenomenon of mass political awareness, that is, large-scale sensitivity to political appeals and an activist political commitment to political goals. That consciousness is a relatively recent historical development. For most of history, the masses, and particularly the peasantry, have been politically passive, largely either indifferent or bound by unquestioned traditional loyalties. Only under relatively rare circumstances—such as a challenge from an alien religion or from invaders speaking a foreign tongue or in the quite rare cases of spontaneous outbursts of peasant frustration—were the masses susceptible to activist political mobilization. Otherwise, the prevailing tendency until relatively modern times was for the vast majority of people to be politically indifferent.


The phenomenon of mass political consciousness began to make itself felt late in Europe in the eighteenth century, and continued to spread throughout the subsequent century, culminating in the explosive events of the twentieth century. Its rise can be attributed to a very large degree to three interrelated major impulses: (1) the spread of literacy; (2) the industrial revolution; and (3) urbanization. All three made themselves increasingly felt during the nineteenth century and assumed dynamic dimensions during the twentieth.


Literacy was important in shattering political passivity because it introduced, initially through pamphleteering, politically primitive masses to simple political notions, slogans, and concepts. The hitherto prevailing tabula rasa of the mass mind was suddenly exposed to concepts which seemed to strike a responsive chord: existing inequality was not an act of God to be passively accepted but a flagrant injustice; the individual, typically the peasant, was not a mere cog in a hierarchical order that was immutable, but a member of the people, or of the nation, that possessed a collective personality, rights, and aspirations. Better still, the exploited worker was not merely an urban ex-peasant but a member of a revolutionary class ordained by history to redeem humanity.
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