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Preface



The Devil is part of our experience. Our generation has seen enough of it for the message to be taken extremely seriously.


—Leszek Kolakowski


This book is an attempt to explain the origins and the dynamics of one of the most important events in this century: the breakdown of communist regimes in Eastern Europe. More than just a historical account, the book was written while the events were still unfolding and the author became what Raymond Aron once called a committed witness (spectateur engagé). After all, as we know from Albert Camus, Hannah Arendt, or Vaclav Havel, one cannot write dispassionately about a phenomenon like totalitarianism. We can, of course, simulate objectivity. We could dissemble an au-dessus-de-la-mêlée attitude to Ceausescu’s pageants, say, depicting them as exercises in political leadership, but that would not improve the quality of our investigation. On the contrary, that could only make it look abjectly toothless.


Communism was not simply a variety of political regime, one of the many forms of dictatorship mankind has experienced since ancient times. It was unique in its attempt to mold the human psyche, in its mythological hubris, in its endeavor to regiment people and to force them to behave in accordance with Pavlovian recipes of happiness. In comparison with my previous book on the fate of Marxism in Eastern Europe (published by Routledge in 1988), this one is meant to be less “subjective.” Years of American academic experience have convinced me that it is important to convey the message in a more facts-oriented way. That may reduce its emotional charge, but in exchange I can hope to gain in persuasive power.


To write this book I used numerous primary materials from East European democratic movements. Special praise should be given to the London-based East European Reporter and to the New York-based Uncaptive Minds for their efforts to help Western readers follow the sweeping changes in the former Soviet bloc. Since the 1989 upheaval, I have traveled frequently to the region and have been able to interview many of the principal actors in this ongoing drama. Most of my hypotheses were discussed with colleagues in the field, and the main theses were topics of my lectures in the courses I taught at the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Maryland (College Park) over the past six years. My students turned out to be my accomplices in the attempt to make sense of events that, in their speed and unpredictability, came close to the miraculous.


I must confess that my approach differs in some respects from the long-prevailing direction in the field of communist studies. For years I have believed (and hope I am not wrong) that studying communist elites is only a fragment—and not necessarily the most significant one—of the field of comparative communism. More important for understanding those societies, it has seemed to me, is to focus on the less visible, definitely less powerful and impressive—in terms of authority—nuclei of autonomous social and cultural initiative. I vividly remember that when I wrote a study for Problems of Communism on the nascent civil society in the German Democratic Republic, more than one of my colleagues in the discipline smiled skeptically. How can tiny independent communities affect the fate of a well-controlled police state like Erich Honecker’s model of barracks socialism? With regard to Hungary, many thought that Kadarism, with its promise of an enlightened version of authoritarianism labeled “gulash socialism,” could last a long time. The exponents of the Budapest School were in that respect the exception. The dissident enclaves were described, even by some of their representatives (as for instance Miklos Haraszti in his book The Velvet Prison), as quixotic examples of political naïveté. As for Romania, I clearly recall the friendly reproach of a distinguished British professor, indeed one of my mentors and the author of a classic study on Romanian communism, who once asked me if I really believed it was worthwhile to pay so much attention to the ideas of dissidents like Mihai Botez, Paul Goma, Dan Petrescu, and Dorin Tudoran. After all, in light of the monolithic image of the Ceausescu regime, what could those argonauts of dignity symbolize except the failure of a society to resist the most irrational dictatorship Eastern Europe had known since Stalin’s time? I do not claim that my interpretation is the only appropriate one. However, now that the communist elites have ingloriously left the limelight, and the political stage in those countries is dominated by figures long regarded as irrelevant, such an approach seems to have been historically vindicated. Who could have predicted that Kadar’s place would be taken by an obscure historian of medicine called Jozsef Antall? Who would have thought that the ruling party in the GDR would willingly give up power, or that those who would launch the onslaught on the terrorist state that claimed to represent the interests of workers and peasants would be painters, physicists, and Lutheran pastors engaged in nonviolent, antimilitaristic movements? Who could have imagined that Jaruzelski, the bespectacled Spartan general who proclaimed Martial Law in December 1981 and imprisoned the flower of the Polish opposition, would shake hands with his nemesis Lech Walesa and ensure a smooth transition to a procedural democracy?


Even more challenging for reductionist explanations remains the role of Mikhail Gorbachev and his tolerance of revolutionary change in what was rightly described as the Soviet Union’s outer empire. The strategic shift in relations between the imperial center and its periphery, between the Kremlin and its former satellites, has created a new political reality. With the exception of Albania, Romania, and Serbia, the East European countries are no longer run by luminaries of the traditional communist bureaucracies. Instead, new political formations have emerged that seek their sources of inspiration in Western philosophical approaches to the issues of community, public life, and civic rights. When Gorbachev meets East European leaders, he has to deal with people whom he would have normally described as “bourgeois politicians.” In July 1991 the disbandment of the Warsaw Pact during a summit in Prague officially consecrated the end of the old-fashioned alliance and the beginning of a new era in Soviet—East European relations, as well as in relations among the East European countries themselves. The shadow of Big Brother has disappeared, and the small and medium-size states in the region have to cope with this new reality. The threat of Soviet intervention to crush domestic movements for democracy in Eastern Europe seems, at least for the time being, nonexistent. Currently, those countries are faced with internal strife and countless unsolved quandaries. In some of them, ethnic minorities decry persecution fomented by the demographic majority. In Kosovo, an autonomous province in Yugoslavia’s Serbian Republic, the Albanian majority has suffered under discriminatory measures taken by the Serbian government. In Romania, instead of ensuring protection for the Hungarian minority, the government has encouraged a staunchly nationalist movement called Vatra Romaneasca (the Romanian Hearth). In all these countries the wounds of the past continue to bleed, and the newly formed democracies still seem incapable of providing more than moral injunctions for their healing. That is not too pessimistic an assessment, but rather a matter-of-fact description of the existing situation. As the economies continue to plummet, discontent is soaring, and regrets for the paternalistic ways of the communist regimes are beginning to be heard. Yes, there was poverty under communism, some say, but at least everybody had a job and there was no anarchy in the media. Cynical demagogues, including some former communists, have tried to exploit the disarray among the masses. They may try again.


After 1989 Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland seem to have embarked decisively on the road to an open society. The parliaments in those countries have functioned more or less properly, as responsible legislative bodies. Political differentiation has occurred, and parties have emerged to express the interests of different groups. Thanks to rapid privatization, a middle class of technocrats and entrepreneurs is taking shape. A new political elite, committed to pluralism and a free market, is now in charge of the orderly development of the transition. Regardless of possible setbacks, it is likely that those countries will join West European integrative bodies, including the European Economic Community, sooner rather than later. The same can scarcely be said of Albania, Romania, and Yugoslavia. What one sees there is continuous fragmentation of the body politic, endless conflict, and little hope for the creation of a national consensus. Bulgaria stands somewhere in the middle, with the democratic forces still scattered, but also with a declining ex-communist party that has lost both its will for power and the mass basis it once commanded. The new equation in the region thus indicates a widening gap between East-Central (the former G.D.R., Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary) and the rest of Eastern Europe that in the long run might lead to the isolation of the Balkan countries from the mainstream of European politics and the European economy. The remedy for that unsettling trend would be acceleration of the democratic transition in Eastern Europe and the development of strong civic movements that can, in turn, help the emergence of solid democratic parties. Otherwise, the future might confront us with the appearance of two Europes: one prosperous, democratic, and tolerant of political and ethnic minorities, and the other poor, resentful, plagued with chauvinism and civil and ethnic conflicts, and prone to allow the rise of new dictatorships.


The West should not ignore that danger. The Balkans cannot and should not be quarantined as the “unhealthy” area of Europe, a region where nothing can be done to expedite the transition to democracy. In all those countries there are courageous movements that champion precisely the values of democracy. They should be made to feel that the West is resolutely on their side.


This book uses a comparative approach to assess the causes of the disintegration of communist regimes in Eastern Europe (Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Yugoslavia), the current state of the political revival in the region, and the prospects for democratic development in the foreseeable future. While comparing the very different paths away from communism, I suggest that, although the obstacles to genuine pluralism remain great, the democratic forces can win the day.


I hope the book will provide students of Eastern Europe with a detailed account of the startling changes in recent years and with an analytical framework for the ongoing political transformations. Considering the striking scarcity of such comprehensive (historical, sociological, and political) approaches, this is a pioneering attempt to sum up one of modern history’s most fascinating chapters: the breakup of communism in the Soviet Union’s outer empire, the dissolution of the political and economic institutions that guaranteed the conservation of communist structures, and the rediscovery of politics in countries where the very idea of citizenry had been consistently trampled underfoot. Those developments have more than immediate significance: They demand a reconceptualization and a search for notions that would capture the true meaning of such changes. Terms like authority, legitimacy, influence, leadership, power, and society now carry different meanings in Eastern Europe from the ones they had through the previous decades. Will the postcommunist democracy be identical with Western-type models of pluralism? What is the legacy of more than four decades of Leninism for the East European psyche? How will the emerging politics of Eastern Europe affect the rest of Europe and the world? Do potential crises in the region have international implications? Is the nascent politics bound to favor more stability in those countries, or less?


The main hypothesis of this book is that the causes of the East European revolutionary upheaval are primarily domestic. The paramount one is the rise and ripening of civil societies in countries long dominated by totalitarian Leninist parties. The civil society comprises the independent, nongovernmental groups, associations, and institutions that have emerged in Eastern Europe in recent year, especially after 1980. It was primarily thanks to the existence of such structures, which the Czech philosopher Vaclav Benda once called “the parallel polis,” that the breakthrough could result in a smooth, nonviolent change. Some of those groups are explicitly political, others are not. By implication, however, they all represent a challenge to the totalitarian ambition of a total grip upon society. One example will suffice to convey the meaning of civil society: In political regimes where all decision-making is hypercentralized and where authority lies in the communist party (whose monopoly of power is constitutionally guaranteed), even an autonomous ecological initative clashes with such all-embracing domination. The civil society was thus a first step in the reinvention of politics outside the existing matrix of power, that is, explicitly outside and implicitly against the communist party. It was thanks to that approach to political change that a strategy was devised to build parallel institutions (independent unions, flying universities, clubs) and even an opposition counterculture in countries like Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland.


The rise of those new movements cannot be separated from a number of international influences: the communications revolution and the expanding access to free information; the impact of the Helsinki process and the growing pressures from the West for domestic democratization; and the increasing links between independent groups in Eastern Europe and those in the West (such as pacifists and environmentalists).


In addition to the movements from below, the transition to postcommunism was obviously accelerated by the evident collapse of the command economies. The information revolution permitted people in the East to become aware of the immense gap between their living standards and those in the other half of Europe. The government elites, in turn, could offer no more than cosmetic remedies with little appeal to the population. The bureaucrats themselves often traveled to the West and eventually realized that the issue was not to reform the planned economy, but to get rid of its stifling mechanisms. Disillusionment with the Leninist model was rampant among both the rulers and the ruled. What followed was the complete evaporation of ideological zeal and the emergence of a cynical managerial class whose sole interest was to stay in power. The end of any communist mystique contributed to the breakdown of the existing principle of legitimacy. According to Leninist ideology, communists represented the interests of the workers. But, especially after the rise of Solidarity in Poland, that fallacy had ceased to mobilize anybody. In some of these countries, the reformers took over within the communist parties, changed their programs, and claimed to embrace the ideals of Western Social Democracy. In Romania, a violent explosion of social anger led to the overthrow of the Ceausescu regime, but not necessarily to the end of communism. This book deals extensively with the factious struggles within communist elites and their impact on society at large. Since those communist parties derived their legitimacy to a great extent from their special relationship with Moscow, it is important to focus on the Gorbachev factor and to highlight the interplay of change in the Soviet Union and the democratic renewal in Eastern Europe.


The book focuses on five major themes. They are neither exclusive nor exhaustive. They give an idea, however, about the main hypotheses of this approach, which tends to avoid the pitfalls of anecdotal history or monographic descriptivism.


The first theme, Communism in Eastern Europe, is primarily historical. The book examines the diversity of the precommunist traditions in Eastern Europe; the establishment of communist regimes in the aftermath of World War II; the dynamics of the Soviet bloc; Nikita Khrushchev’s aborted de-Stalinization; and the main crises in the history of the bloc (Yugoslavia in 1948, Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, Poland in 1980). This theme embraces as well the evolution of Soviet—East European relations and the impact of the Soviet transition from Brezhnev’s period of “stagnation” to Gorbachev’s perestroika and “new thinking” in international relations. An effort is made to familiarize the reader with the significant reference points in post—World War II East European political history.


The second theme, The Rise of Civil Society, provides a comparative approach to strategies and methods adopted by independent movements (Poland’s Solidarity, Czechoslovakia’s Charter 77, Hungary’s Democratic Opposition) and analyzes how those groups emerged in the repressive conditions of the post-Stalinist authoritarian regimes. Illuminating platforms and other political documents are discussed to identify the theoretical and moral options of the opposition forces. For instance, it would be impossible for a student of Eastern Europe to understand the origins and the direction of the current changes without referring to Vaclav Havel’s pathbreaking essay, “The Power of the Powerless.” After all, the revolution in Eastern Europe has been the creation of the powerless, and the event was anticipated in the works of critical intellectuals like Havel, Janos Kis, György Konrad, Milovan Djilas, Leszek Kolakowski, and Adam Michnik.


The third theme, The Triumph of the Powerless, deals with the revolutionary dynamics in Eastern Europe during the 1989 upheaval and explains in concrete detail why the communist regimes fell apart. To understand the changes, the historical peculiarities for each country and for the region as a whole are most important. This theme focuses on the electoral victory of Solidarity and the formation of the first noncommunist government in Eastern Europe’s post-Yalta history; the end of moderate reformist illusions and Hungary’s transition to pluralism; the domestic and international dimensions of East Germany’s “gentle revolution”; Czechoslovakia’s “velvet revolution” and the victory of the Civic Forum; Bulgaria’s awakening and the overthrow of Todor Zhivkov’s dictatorship; Romania’s abducted revolution and the National Salvation Front as a reincarnation of the communist party; and the disintegration of Tito’s legacy in Yugoslavia, with the rise of ethnic, separatist parties and movements.


The fourth theme, The Birth Pangs of Democracy, discusses the chances for democracy in each country and in Eastern Europe as a whole. Again, the approach is comparative, providing the reader with an indepth exploration of the political ideologies and inclinations of the new parties in the region. Here we discuss the obstacles to democratic development, including the inertia of the government bureaucracies, the dangers of neo-authoritarian solutions, the existence of populist temptations, and the resurgence of long-denied ethnic passions. As Kenneth Jowitt once put it, the future of Eastern Europe does not inevitably belong to benign social democratic and liberal democratic parties. It is quite possible that the region will experience unprecedented convulsions provoked by the rise of neofundamentalist “movements of rage,” rooted in political despair and economic frustration.


The fifth theme—Democracy or Ethnocracy?—investigates the growing tension between self-centered, anti-Western, and anti-intellectual ethnic movements and the democratic groups and parties inspired by liberal values. I want to emphasize, once again, my conviction that Eastern Europe’s future is not foreclosed and that the breakdown of communism has opened a multitude of possible avenues to be pursued by these long-victimized nations. One cannot ignore, however, that the ongoing changes are taking place in dramatically impoverished countries and are affecting morally traumatized populations. Crossing what Ralf Dahrendorf has called a historical vale of tears is not an exhilarating experience, which explains the current disenchantment, among many in the region, with the slow pace of economic and social recovery. Instead of the expected cornocupia, people are asked to tighten their belts further. That in turn creates opportunities for populist adventurers, charlatans, and pseudo-prophets.


I want to express here my warmest thanks to all those who made possible the completion of this project. First, my heartfelt thanks to the American Council of Learned Societies, the Bradley Foundation, the Pew Charitable Trusts, and the Foreign Policy Research Institute and its director, Daniel Pipes, for all the understanding and support so generously offered to me. I want to thank my research assistants, Joydeep Bhattacharya, Marco Bianchini, and Brett Kinsella, for having patiently and enthusiastically kept track of the amazing changes in Eastern Europe as reflected in the myriad sources I had to consult. They succeeded in organizing and keeping my files under strict control, in spite of my perpetually confusing interventions. I am also indebted to the University of Maryland’s Department of Government and Politics, where I found a congenial atmosphere and great interest in my analysis of postcommunist societies.


The theoretical depth of this book owes an enormous amount to my discussions with Mihai Botez, Matei Calinescu, Daniel Chirot, Ferenc Feher, Agnes Heller, Bartek Kaminski, Maria Kovacs, Kenneth Jowitt, John Lampe, Juliana Pilon, Alvin Rubinstein, Sandor Szilagyi, Sonia Sluzar, Dorin Tudoran, and many other colleagues and friends who shared their insights with me on issues with which I was wrestling. Some of them made important suggestions that definitely led to improvements in the manuscript’s clarity and poignancy. I also want to thank my Romanian friends Vasile Gogea and Mircea Mihaies, editors of the independent magazines Astra in Brasov and Orizont in Timisoara, who during their trips to Washington found the time and energy to accompany me creatively in the revision of the manuscript. Peter Dougherty, my outstanding editor at The Free Press, deserves more than special thanks for having come up with encouraging suggestions that definitely added to what was valuable in my text and certainly diminished what was superfluous or confusing. I am deeply grateful to Johnathan Sunley for providing invaluable photographs from the archives of the East European Reporter (London and Budapest). Finally, but most warmly, let Mary Sladek be thanked for having done all she did to make this book what it is. For her editorial, computer, and human skills, both the book and the author owe her more than words can say.


Vladimir Tismaneanu


Washington, D.C.


July 18, 1991
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Victims and Outsiders



East Europe Before Communism


Central Europe as a family of small nations has its own vision of the world, a vision based on a deep distrust of history. History, that goddess of Hegel and Marx, that incarnation of reason that judges us and arbitrates our fate—that is the history of conquerors. The people of Central Europe are not conquerors. They cannot be separated from European history; they cannot exist outside it; but they represent the wrong side of history; they are its victims and outsiders.


—Milan Kundera


The revolutionary upheaval of 1989 that led to the collapse of apparently well-entrenched communist regimes was one of those epochmaking events that shape the world. Long-established perceptions and beliefs about the stability of communist states were suddenly contradicted by the social and political explosions in the region. The spectacular breakdown of the Berlin Wall, the single most conspicuous symbol of the separation between East and West, contributed to this dramatic alteration in the political geography of Europe. The significance of the upheaval cannot be exaggerated: Following those events, Europe looks different. The unfettering of social and political energies in Eastern Europe and the resurgence of long-denied ethnic passions are things that matter for all those interested in the building of a peaceful and prosperous international order. If those nations manage to achieve the transition to a market economy and a pluralist political order, the world would only benefit from such an evolution. If not, and new conflicts emerge in the historically spasmodic area that we call Eastern Europe, the future of the continent will be plagued by rivalries, tensions, and strifes. We should not forget that two world wars started in the heart of Europe. The conflicts that preexisted communism have not been abolished during the four decades of state socialism. On the contrary, they continued to exist underneath the bogus veneer of Marxist-Leninist propaganda. It was only in the minds of doctrinaire communists that such things as proletarian internationalism and a socialist community of nations existed. In reality, the traditions and memories of the past continued to inspire individual and collective efforts to get rid of the totalitarian regimes. The distinction between East-Central and the rest of Eastern Europe can serve to clarify the different levels of opposition to communism. The latter region includes countries like Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, and, to a certain extent, Yugoslavia, and the former refers to Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, and what used to be called the German Democratic Republic. History, including a knowledge of the religious and political traditions of these countries, can help us understand their different dynamics both under communism and in the current situation. Communism could not erase distinctions that were rooted in centuries of different political, economic, and cultural evolution. It was one thing to belong to the Hapsburg or the German empire, and another to be part of the Ottoman and Russian spheres of domination. In the Balkan part of Europe, political development during the nineteenth century was late and convoluted. In East-Central Europe, institutions were founded upon a Western concept of law and individual rights. In Southeastern Europe, civil society was underdeveloped and extremely fragile. The foundations of pluralism were precarious and vulnerable to dictatorial encroachment. In order to grasp the amplitude of and the obstacles to the current search for a democratic reconstruction in that part of Europe, history is an indispensable tool. All the countries in the region are relatively new state constructs, the product of the great national awakenings characteristic of the nineteenth century. They all owe their current size and shape to the international arrangements that followed the two crucial conflagrations of this century. At the same time, for the nations in that part of the continent, the very term “Eastern Europe” sounds like discrimination. The 1989 revolutions, among other effects, had revived the European identities of these nations. When people took to the streets in Prague, Leipzig, Timisoara, and Sofia, they did so not only for economic reasons. Perhaps more than the economic disaster of state socialism, the universal boredom and the enclosing of the political and social universe within an asphyxiating bureaucratic dictatorship made people unhappy and frustrated in those countries. Following the euphoria of the first postrevolutionary months, it appeared that the old problems were back: Croatians protesting Serbian hegemony, Serbs indicting Croatians and Slovenes for their secessionist drive, ethnic Hungarians in Romania denouncing infringements on their minority rights, ethnic Turks in Bulgaria scapegoated by advocates of a homogeneous Bulgarian nation, Slovaks jeering President Vaclav Havel as a champion of Czech supremacy, Czechs deploring the nationalism of the Slovaks, Lech Walesa using anti-Semitic innuendo during his presidential campaign against his critics and challengers, and so forth. In all these countries, democracy appeared to be more an ideal than a procedural reality. In Southeastern Europe, the former communist parties managed to survive the first revolutionary shock. In East-Central Europe, they changed not only names but also habits and appeared to have converted to the values of social democracy. The cleavage within the region ran between the countries that had completely broken with the communist system and those that remained somewhere in the middle of the road, as in the case of Romania, Serbia, and Bulgaria. With the exception of Czechoslovakia, none of these countries could invoke a consistently democratic tradition. At the same time, one must not forget that the changes were taking place against the background of European integration and that the price for engaging in new forms of authoritarian politics could be international isolation and a perpetuation of the state of underdevelopment that had provoked the end of communism. The competition between the two tendencies—the ethnocentric versus the democratic temptation—is the most important development taking place in the aftermath of the communist defeat. In the words of Polish journalist and activist Adam Michnik:


On top of the clash between different cultural perspectives and understandings of civilization are added controversies which turn round problems of a more concrete kind. How best should one steer politics? By means of evolution, without the use of force, or by following the logic of revolutionary upheaval and purges? Should society be open or, on the contrary, enclosed within its own particular forms? Should the new order rest on the adoption of all the conditions imposed by democracy, or on observance of a principle of revenge against members of the former regime? In other words, should the road taken be that of Spain when released from the rule of Franco, or that of Iran whereby they escaped the dictatorship of the Shah for that of the Ayatollah?1


As the East European countries emerge as important actors on the international stage, their future is far from certain. Optimists would maintain that democracy is their only rational choice. Pessimists would argue that rational choices are infrequent in history and that political and cultural traditions as well as enduring mythologies could result in the rise of new authoritarian regimes based on collective anguishes and neuroses. One thing is sure: The 1989 antitotalitarian revolution opened many avenues. Whether these countries will become democracies or ethnocracies is a question that remains unanswered.


Fifty-two years ago Germany’s invasion of Poland and subsequent occupation of the region led to the long war between the Axis (Germany, Italy, and Japan) and the Allies (Great Britain, France, and, after 1941, the Soviet Union and the United States). World War II left all of Europe devastated, economically and politically, creating the perfect environment for Stalinism’s rapid expansion from the Soviet Union. The spread of communism through the Eastern half of Europe frightened many policy-makers and citizens in the nations of Western Europe and helped precipitate the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War in turn led to the proliferation of nuclear weapons globally and to McCarthyism in the United States, among other consequences. Hence understanding Eastern Europe is directly related to global security and national ideology issues. The nations of Eastern Europe, to cite the old children’s parable, are like the small, vital nails that hold a horseshoe on a hoof: “For want of a nail the horseshoe was lost, for want of the shoe the horse was lost, for want of the horse the rider was lost, for want of the rider the message was lost, for want of the message the battle was lost—all was lost for want of a nail.” For fifty years, the world limped along without the full participation of the nations of Eastern Europe, but the world had adjusted itself to the instability. The adjustment was fairly easy, for the region appeared to operate under essentially monolithic communist policies; foreign governments and businessmen understood that relations with the nations of Eastern Europe were regulated by Moscow and local communist parties. The reemergence of the multifaceted character of those nations, the distinctiveness of their peoples, cultures, and politics, has left many policy-makers, businessmen, and average citizens around the world looking for new ways to understand the region. This book provides an orientation to the politics of the nations of Eastern Europe.


An understanding of the politics and peoples of Eastern Europe and how the dynamics of that region relates to global stability requires some knowledge of history at least as far back as the beginning of this century. The post-1989 revival of Central European nostalgia, with its Hapsburgian overtones, is more than a mere cultural phenomenon. There is a tendency to idealize the times of the empire and to perceive pre-World War I Austria-Hungary as the model for a possible Central European Confederation. Opposed to that “cosmopolitan” trend, the resurrection of old myths and illusions about the predestined role of the national community, presumably endangered by foreign influences, and other archaic tribal passions long considered vanished, as well as the frequent outbursts of anti-Semitism in Hungarian, Polish, Romanian, and Slovak public life, show that the precommunist chauvinist traditions did not disappear. Politically, there is an encouraging search for the legacy of the state of law (Rechtsstaat) that existed in that region before the collapse of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire. There is also a widespread yearning for the times when Prague, Budapest, Bucharest, and Warsaw were truly European capitals, cradles for daring cultural experiments situated in the vanguard of artistic modernity. To give some examples: During the first decades of the twentieth century it was in Prague that Franz Kafka wrote his stories and novels; Budapest was the headquarters of hectic intellectual ferment exemplified by names like Georg Lukacs, Arthur Koestler, and Bela Bartok.2 As for Bucharest, it was there that such authors as Eugène Ionesco, Mircea Eliade, and Emil Cioran made their literary debuts during the interwar period.


In that part of the world, the phantoms of the past continue to haunt the collective imagination. Sometimes they contribute to peace and reconciliation; at other times they inspire and mobilize resentments and animosities. To be able to comprehend the present mosaic of ethnic, political, and cultural strains and its implications for the future, it is vitally important to revisit the historical experience of the East European countries between 1918 and 1945, before the advent of communist regimes, in the aftermath of World War II. It may seem like a cliché, but for the nations of Eastern Europe the precommunist past is prologue. Those nations whose citizens entered communism with some limited experience with democratic values, such as free speech, will be better able to organize political systems that are tolerant and nonauthoritarian. At the same time, democratic reconstruction in those countries depends on their ability to cope with the legacy of many unresolved ethnic, social, and political issues. The exit from communism generates the eruption of long-contained explosive forces, but as the French political philosopher Jean-Francois Revel has noted, the old problems are at the same time new problems, characteristic of the twenty-first century—that is, insoluble in the absence of democracy and the state of law.3


A FRAGMENTED WORLD, 1918-45


During the nineteenth century Eastern Europe was simply part of the East. To be sure, the West knew of the existence of Hungarians, Romanians, and Poles, but the widespread attitude was one of benign neglect. Most of the countries discussed in this book emerged as independent nation-states only following the collapse of the great European empires in 1917-18.


Before World War I, the existence of Austro-Hungarian imperial domination kept many of the religious, cultural, and ethnic conflicts that have beset Eastern Europe since 1918 in check. With its unresolved tensions, the world that emerged out of the ashes of the dead empires and the Wilsonian dream of universal democracy seemed ripe for bloody explosions of intolerance and exclusiveness. The nation-states created on the basis of such noble principles as the right to self-determination ensured very little protection for minorities. The new borders were designed to accommodate the victors and their protégés. They often ignored the plight of large minorities, whose calls for cultural autonomy were considered seditious by the ruling ethnic groups. Germans and Hungarians in Czechoslovakia; Ukrainians and Jews in Poland; Hungarians, Jews, and Ukrainians in Romania were among those who experienced the consequences of ethnic harassment and even persecution.


Romania, a country that joined the Entente coalition (formed mainly by Russia, Great Britain, and France) in 1916, was rewarded under the Versailles and Trianon Treaties (1918-20) and expanded its territory by incorporating Transylvania and Northern Bukovina from Austria-Hungary and Bessarabia from Russia. Also as a result of the new international arrangements consecrated by the Versailles Treaty, Yugoslavia appeared as an entirely new political entity, with an Eastern Orthodox Serbian dynasty ruling a country that included not only Catholic Croatia and Slovenia but also predominantly Muslim Bosnia and Herzegovina. As a result of the defeat of Austria-Hungary and the region’s competing ethnic ambitions, Hungary’s territory was shrunk to one-third of what it had been before 1914.4 Hungary, itself a former part of the multinational, Austrian-dominated empire, acquired state independence, but large Hungarian minorities were destined to live in the newly created or substantially expanded successor states.


One of those new entities was Czechoslovakia, which included the former imperial provinces of Bohemia, Moravia, and Slovakia. Of all the countries in the region, although it was not spared major ethnic conflicts, Czechoslovakia seemed the only successful democratic experiment, inasmuch as it included a well-functioning parliamentary system, a strong presidency, and the separation of state powers, inspired by the American Constitution. Founded in 1918, the Czechoslovak Republic showed tolerance for political opposition, including the communists, but failed to satisfy the strong national sentiments of the Slovaks. The Founding Father and first president of Czechoslovakia, Tomas G. Masaryk, was convinced that economic and social development would suffice to erase the differences between Czechs and Slovaks. He accused the Hungarians of having invented the very notion of a Slovak nation.5 On the other hand, with its superior technological infrastructure, Czechoslovakia looked like an economic paradise in comparison with the other East European countries.


Bulgaria and Romania had been monarchies since the nineteenth century, and Yugoslavia emerged as a kingdom after 1918. Hungary was ruled, after a short-lived 1919 communist revolution, by Miklos Horthy, an admiral without a fleet, who played the role of regent for a nonexistent king. Romania, following the adoption of the 1923 Constitution (largely inspired by the Belgian model), had a multiparty system within a constitutional monarchy. Despite the onslaughts of extreme right-wing and left-wing movements, the parliamentary system functioned properly until 1938, when King Carol II proclaimed his royal dictatorship and dissolved the parties and the parliament. The period between 1923 and 1938 can thus be seen as the only genuinely democratic stage in the country’s history. Poland, reborn as a nation in 1917 following the disintegration of the Czarist empire, for most of the interwar period was a republic run by authoritarian leaders who drew their legitimacy from their having resisted Soviet efforts to occupy that country in 1920. Although formally an independent kingdom, Albania was in reality Italy’s economic and diplomatic client.6


In all those countries, attitudes toward the Bolshevik Revolution and the Soviet state were of paramount importance. After centuries of living under the political and cultural domination of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Imperial Germany, Czarist Russia, and the Ottoman Turks, most citizens of Eastern Europe wanted to assert their ethnic identity. Nationalism was on the rise, and Sovietism, with its claim to embody the interests of the workers regardless of nationality, was perceived as a mortal threat to the new nation-states’ very existence. The internationalist mystique propagated by the Communist International (Comintern), founded by Lenin in Moscow in March 1919, was able to inspire no more than tiny communities of zealots. The Soviets tried to export their revolution and did not hesitate to use the Red Army as the bearer of their expansionist dreams. For example, had the Bolsheviks managed to occupy Poland as a result of the Red Army’s “March on Warsaw” in 1920, they would have turned that country into a Soviet Republic and extinguished its cultural and ethnic identity for many decades. Being anti-Bolshevik or anticommunist in Poland or Romania—states whose integrity was questioned by the Kremlin and its supporters—was equated with fighting for national survival. More than fifty-five years after the Red Army’s defeat in Poland, Adam Michnik offered a neat assessment of the importance of the anticommunist triumph during what was often referred to as the “miracle on the Vistula”:


We owe to the 1920 victory over the Bolsheviks twenty years of independent Polish thought which inspired and still inspires generations. Yes, contemporary resistance to Sovietization is to a large extent possible thanks to the cultural reserves created by the interwar Republic. If the Red Army had won the Battle of Warsaw, if a Provisional Revolutionary Committee had started governing Poland, then perhaps I would be living today in Kolyma or Birobidzhan; who knows whether I’d speak Polish, whether a generation of Polish intelligentsia would not have been turned into fodder for polar bears, if Polish culture could have avoided the disaster that befell Russian culture under Stalin’s rule.7


Michnik’s hindsight explains why the policy of creating a cordon sanitaire against Bolshevik expansionism in Eastern Europe was so popular among large social strata, including the downtrodden. The awareness of a Soviet threat led to joint efforts by Polish, Czechoslovak, and Romanian elites to cooperate in their international initiatives. But the persistence of national animosities between successor states prevented the emergence of a coordinated pan-East European foreign policy.


Each of these countries harbored substantial social inequities. The land reforms of the early 1920s fell short of lifting the derelict-like living standards of the peasants. Except for Czechoslovakia, unemployment, primarily the intellectual unemployment created by the existence of an overpopulation of lawyers, teachers, and journalists, was all-pervasive and propitious for the rise of political extremism, including terrorism and physical violence. Social discontent led to explosions of hatred and anger. The new democratic institutions, which included parliaments and an independent judiciary, were too fragile to contain those radical onslaughts. In Romania a fascist movement was formed in the early 1920s and took the name “Legion of Archangel Michael,” later known as the “Iron Guard.” Exploiting social frustrations and ethnic phobias, manipulating religious symbols, and promising the spiritual purification of the country’s corrupt political life, it tried to mobilize Romanians against ethnic minorities, primarily the Jews. Combining romantic anticapitalist motifs with virulent chauvinism, the Iron Guard regarded parliamentary democracy as a non-Romanian, artificial Western institution that had to be replaced by a dictatorship.8


By the 1930s, right-wing authoritarianism was definitely gathering momentum in all these countries, with the exception once again of Czechoslovakia, although even there a pro-Nazi movement was increasingly influential among the German minority. The failure of the Western powers to offer reliable guarantees against revisionist powers interested in redrawing the borders established by the 1920 Treaty of Trianon only helped demagogic populist movements to recruit more and more adherents. Inspired by the Nazis in Germany and the Fascists in Italy, they despised the parliamentary system and resented liberal democracy. Instead they wanted to establish dictatorships based on the cult of the leader and xenophobic-atavistic values. Such movements developed in Romania (the Iron Guard, led by Corneliu Zelea Codreanu), in Hungary under the name of the “Arrow Crosses,” and Slovakia, where an extremist xenophobic party was founded by the nationalist priest Andrej Hlinka. In addition to being viciously anti-Semitic, those parties were also outspokenly supportive of Hitler’s expansionist plans.


Interestingly, coincident with the mounting political tensions, Eastern Europe witnessed a unique cultural flourishing. Budapest and Bucharest, Prague and Belgrade, Krakow and Zagreb were dynamic cultural centers where young intellectuals feverishly engendered new philosophical and artistic trends. Surrealist groups and publications, for example, were extremely lively in Romania and Czechoslovakia, as were modern philosophical trends like existentialism and phenomenological philosophy. The area (which then considered itself part of Central Europe, lying as it did midway between the Urals and the western shores of the continent) was the homeland for the European avant-garde as well as the birthplace of some of the most innovative cultural currents of the century, including the theater of the absurd, psychoanalysis, structural linguistics, and analytical philosophy. In that part of the world, people valued memory and tried to escape a perpetually cunning History. For them History had been a slaughterhouse, a stage for continuous injustice and defeats. Memory was the faculty that preserved the unfulfilled dreams of freedom and expectations for a community of true citizens. Apocalyptic sarcasm rather than metaphysical commitments was the hallmark of the Central European identity. Unlike the Russians, Germans, or French, the Central Europeans were always aware of the fragility of their political settings. In the words of the Czech novelist Milan Kundera:


Central Europe as a family of small nations has its own vision of the world, a vision based on a deep distrust of history. History, that goddess of Hegel and Marx, that incarnation of reason that judges us and arbitrates our fate—that is the history of conquerors. The peoples of Central Europe are not conquerors. They cannot be separated from European history; they cannot exist outside it; but they represent the wrong side of this history; they are its victims and outsiders. It’s this disabused view of history that is the source of their culture, of their wisdom, of their “nonserious spirit” that mocks grandeur and glory.9


The historical fatality represented by the looming proximity of the Russian and German empires caused Central European intellectuals to look askance at millenary promises of radical ideologies like communism and fascism. However, some intellectuals, like the Hungarian philosopher Georg Lukacs, the Romanian writer Panait Istrati, and the Polish poet Alexander Wat, embraced communism because they felt alienated in their original bourgeois milieu and tried to transcend it by espousing the messianic creed of Leninism. Later, when they realized that they had been duped, many broke with the totalitarian faith and became its most scathing critics. Embittered and pessimistic, disgusted with rampant hypocrisy of a philistine world, and despairing over the chances for democracy to withstand its enemies, many ended up by taking own their lives. The case of the Hungarian-born writer Arthur Koestler, author of the classic anti-Stalinist novel Darkness at Noon, published in England in May 1941, is emblematic of the destiny of Central European intellectuals in this century of radical illusions and devastating disenchantments. Danilo Kis, the Yugoslav novelist, wrote in a memorable essay on Central Europe, several years after Koestler’s suicide in the early 1980s: “The intellectual adventure of Koestler, through his ultimate choice, is unique even in the most broadly defined limits of Europe, It contains the potential biography of every Central European intellectual. In its radical realization.”10 In Central Europe intellectuals played a rucial role in articulating values and defending the cultural memory of nations long deprived of state existence. In Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Romania intellectuals were widely perceived as moral standard-bearers. During the nineteenth century, it was the intelligentsia (a term of Russian origin denoting the morally and socially concerned segment of the intellectual class) that spearheaded the struggle for national liberation; the group continued to enjoy its missionary status even after the formation of the nation-states. Political attitudes espoused by prominent intellectuals had immediate effects on large social strata that identified themselves with those whom they trusted and often followed. More than in other places, Central European intellectuals were seen to be and acted like paragons of social and national causes.


The ferment in intellectual life during the interwar period and the various responses to Utopian temptations are superbly captured by Alexander Wat, the Polish writer, in his conversations with Czeslaw Milosz. According to Wat, the appeal of communism for most intellectuals was associated primarily with its ability to meet the human yearning for solidarity and fraternity:


The warmth of brotherhood. Fraternité … it all starts with fraternité. But it was clear that no other party, no church was providing it. The church was too large, too cold, ritualistic, ornamental …. The communist church had the wisdom, like the early Christian communities (though I greatly dislike analogies with early Christianity; these analogies are nearly always misleading), to base itself on the cell where everyone knew each other and where everyone loved each other. And the warmth, the mutual love found in that little cell surrounded by a hostile world made for a powerful bond.11


Precisely because social tensions were so high and the democratic institutions were too recent to have generated a stable pluralist political culture, totalitarian mass movements were able to gain a foothold in those countries. In March 1919 the Third International (Comintern) was founded. Its bylaws included the obligation of local communist parties willing to become its members to obey Moscow’s directives slavishly. According to the “Conditions of Admission into the Communist International” adopted by the Comintern’s Second Congress in 1920, the decisions of the Moscow headquarters were binding on all the affiliate parties. Opposition to them amounted to treason and led to excommunication.12


 World communism had found its Mecca. Following Lenin’s death in 1924, Stalin turned the Comintern into an instrument for the implementation of his expansionist designs. The national branches acted as Trojan horses, disciplined contingents of fanatical supporters of every twist in the Comintern’s strategy. Everywhere in the world, communist groups acted as Moscow’s instrument. In Western Europe they could arouse some support from radicalized industrial workers and gullible intellectuals who ignored the true conditions in Soviet Russia. In Eastern Europe, the very proximity of the Soviet Union and the threat of Soviet aggression made the existence of those parties extremely difficult. For the communist parties in Romania and Poland, the situation was even more dramatic: They endorsed the Soviet territorial claims and could therefore be stigmatized as antinational formations. Formed in the early 1920s, from the very outset those parties championed the Soviet strategy of disrupting the newly created democratic institutions. Indeed, with the exception of Czechoslovakia, communist parties were outlawed in all East European countries. The more marginal these groups were, with their visionary and inflammatory rhetoric, the more sectarian and intransigent their internal life. The first generation of East European communist leaders was made up of people who participated in the Comintern’s activities during Lenin’s last years in power. They had witnessed Stalin’s intrigues during the struggle for Lenin’s mantle. Some of them had been supportive of Stalin’s enemies in the Bolshevik leadership. Others were committed Stalinists with a high sense of discipline; they willingly participated in the Comintern-engineered purges of their own parties. To deter the dissenting elements, Stalin insisted on the need to “Bolshevize” these parties by eliminating the first generation and replacing it with more docile persons.


During the 1930s the entire elite of the East European communist parties perished in the Great Purge massacres in the Soviet Union. Because Stalin had a particular distaste for Polish communists, whom he accused of the mortal sins of Trotskyism and Luxemburgism, in 1938 he presided over the complete disbandment of the Polish communist party. Wera Kostrzewa, Julian Lenski-Leszczynski, and Alfred Warski, the historical leaders of Polish communism, were all executed. The whole exiled elite of Polish communism was ruthlessly massacred in Soviet prisons. Other parties suffered similar experiences: Milan Gorkic, the general secretary of the Yugoslav communist party, was liquidated in the Soviet Union, as were the founding fathers of Romanian communism, including Alexandru Dobrogeanu-Gherea, Imre Aladar, David Fabian, and many others.13


Enthralled with their internationalist delusions, convinced that by serving the Bolshevik revolution they were serving the cause of the world revolution and the emancipation of the proletariat, these devout communists accepted Stalin’s murderous verdict without a murmur. The replacement of the first nuclei of communist leaders with an even more subservient generation of Moscow-trained apparatchiks led to the complete elimination of any critical trends within those parties.


Despite their unbounded obedience in relations with Moscow, some of the elites found themselves in particularly difficult situations. Moscow always treated the Romanian communist party as a kind of poor relation precisely because it was not able to overcome its marginal status.14 On the one hand, the Kremlin imposed on them a suicidal line that prevented them from becoming mass parties; on the other, it used their marginality constantly to humiliate them. The Bulgarian Communist Party enjoyed more favorable treatment, mainly because of the international stature of its leader, Georgi Dimitrov, who, after his acquittal in the December 1933 Leipzig trial, had become a cult figure for the whole international left. Dimitrov, a political refugee in Germany, was accused by the Nazis of having masterminded the Reichstag fire soon after Hitler’s takeover in January 1933. In a widely publicized trial he managed to denounce the Nazi leaders as the real perpetrators of that political provocation. He was permitted to leave Germany and went to Moscow, where he became the chief executive of the Comintern.15 In Hungary, where a Leninist revolutionary regime headed by Bela Kun had been overthrown with the support of Romania’s army in 1919, the communists barely recovered from their defeat. Kun himself was executed in the Soviet Union as an “enemy of the people,” and his name disappeared for two decades from all communist references to the ill-fated Budapest Commune of 1919.


After 1938, Josip Broz, a Croatian communist who became famous under the pseudonym Tito (one of the more than seventy that he used as a clandestine militant), was entrusted to lead the clandestine Yugoslav communist party. Among the rising stars of Yugoslav communism was Milovan Djilas, a philosophy student who would later become the country’ Vice President and, following his disenchantment with communism, a most vocal critic of the communist dictatorship and of Tito’s autocratic behavior.


At the other end of the region’s political spectrum were the strong right-wing populist movements that appealed primarily to peasants and recently urbanized social groups through the use of chauvinistic and mystical symbols and values. Unlike the communists, who criticized the status quo in the name of absolute commitment to the defense of the Soviet Union, the alleged “motherland of world proletariat,” the extreme right criticized democracy and capitalism for their failure to create “an organic national body,” In Romania, the far right included—in addition to the “Legion” (rechristened the Iron Guard in the 1930s), made up of exalted and hopeless young intellectuals, students, priests, and untrained workers—many smaller but extremely vociferous parties and groups, which all held anti-Western, anti-Semitic, and anti-intellectual attitudes in common. Those groups lambasted communism as a “Judeo-masonic” concoction and promised to purify the country’s corrupt political life through the establishment of a dictatorial regime headed by a charismatic strongman: the Iron Guard’s captain, Corneliu Zelea Codreanu. Their ideal was the formation of a political community based on the values of Romanianism and Orthodoxy. In other words, they advocated the replacement of the secular parliamentary regime with a religiously based “national-legionary state.” To achieve their aims, the members of the Iron Guard used the weapon of political terrorism. In December 1933 an Iron Guard commando assassinated the liberal Prime Minister, Ion G. Duca, well known for his pro-Western and antifascist views. The radicalization of the far right, especially after the Nazi takeover in Germany, forced the Romanian political class to engage in repressive actions against the leaders of the fascist movement. Codreanu himself was arrested and murdered by King Carol II’s police in 1938. A royal dictatorship was proclaimed, and the parliamentary system was suppressed. The escalation of violence in that country seemed inevitable.


In March 1938 Czechoslovakia and, ipso facto, the other descendants of Austria-Hungary received a mortal blow with the signing of the Munich agreements, which accepted the German claims on the Sudetenland. In September of the same year the Wehrmacht occupied Prague, and Hitler announced the establishment of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. Slovakia jumped to proclaim its independence, and a proNazi regime was established under the leadership of an arch-reactionary priest, Monsignor Tiso. In August 1939 the Nazi-Soviet Pact put an end to any illusions about the possibility of preventing war.


Soviet and German troops cooperated in the dismemberment of Poland. Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov applauded the disappearance of Poland from Europe’s map. The Soviets, like the Nazis, could not accept the existence of the Polish republic, which Molotov disparagingly called “the monstrous bastard of the Peace of Versailles.”16 What had been known as Central Europe ceased to exist at the moment the totalitarian twin brothers of communism and fascism imposed their iron grip on those countries. To paraphrase Czeslaw Milosz, all the countries that had suffered the consequences of the Nazi-Soviet Pact continued to exist as a nonexistent entity in a traumatized cultural memory:


There is probably a basic division between the two halves of Europe in the difference between memory and lack of memory. For Western Europeans, the Molotov—Ribbentrop pact is no more than the vague recollection of a misty past. For us—I say us, for I myself experienced the consequences of the agreement between the superpowers—that division of Europe has been a palpable reality, as it has been for all those in our countries who were born after the war. Therefore I would risk a very simple definition. I would define Central Europe as all the countries that in August 1939 were the real or hypothetical object of a trade between the Soviet Union and Germany …. Decades of pain and humiliation: that is what distinguishes Central European countries from their Western counterparts.17


In June 1940 the Soviets addressed an ultimatum to the Romanian government demanding the immediate retrocession of Bessarabia and Northern Bukovina. Completely isolated internationally, King Carol II, who had established his personal dictatorship in 1938, gave in and accepted the Soviet diktat. In August the Germans and the Italians imposed on Romania the Vienna Award, and Northern Transylvania was given to Hungary. Several days later the King fled Romania, and a new dictatorship was established, headed by General Ion Antonescu and the Iron Guard leader, Horia Sima. In January 1941 the Iron Guard tried to get rid of Antonescu but failed. A military dictatorship was set up, Horia Sima then left Romania for Germany, and Antonescu was proclaimed the Conducator of the Romanian state.


Germany attacked Yugoslavia in 1941, and several resistance movements were immediately organized. The most powerful were the nationalist Serbian movement led by General Draza Mihajlovic, known as the Chetniks, and the communist resistance directed by Tito, known as the Partisans, During that period, Hungary maintained good relations with Germany, although Admiral Horthy was outflanked from the extreme right by the ultra-chauvinistic Arrow Cross movement. In Bulgaria the militarist regime, close to Germany, strove to keep the country out of imminent conflicts. For almost two years, between September 1939 and June 1941, when Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, local communist parties in Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, and Romania remained in a standby posture and even lambasted the British and French “militarists” for their alleged bellicose adventurism. (Yugoslavia was the exception.) The explanation for the East European communist parties’ refusal to engage in anti-Nazi actions between August 1939 and June 1941 was their subordination to the Soviet-controlled Comintern.


The August 1940 Comintern directives to those parties were to oppose strongly the attempts organized by pro-British and pro-French circles—the “imperialist warmongers,” as the Stalinist propaganda called the Western democracies in the months of the honeymoon with Hitler. Like the French communists, who initially pledged to cooperate diligently with the Nazi occupiers, communists in Eastern Europe were actually sabotaging the anti-German resistance. Later they would sweep those inglorious episodes under the carpet and create the legend of the communists’ crucial role in the struggle against the Nazi invaders in all the East European countries.


When Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, communications between Moscow and the communist parties in Europe were shut down. For some time those groups were free to act on their own. That explains the somewhat uncoordinated and often daring strategies adopted by domestic leaderships, including the Yugoslav communists’ effort to tinker with Soviet-style institutions without Stalin’s knowledge or approval. In the same vein, in Poland local communists, headed by Wladislaw Gomulka, engaged in the reconstruction of the communist party and launched a partisan movement without a direct Soviet blessing.


The main characteristic of the war years from the viewpoint of the relationship between the Kremlin and the communist parties of Eastern Europe was the partial interruption of the flow of information and support between the center and its tributaries. In each communist party, local (home) nuclei emerged as parallel and potentially alternative leaderships to the Moscow-trained exiles. In the Yugoslav case, Tito’s radical propensities and his inclination to out-Stalin Stalin led him to initiatives that could only embarrass the Soviet leaders in their relations with the Western allies. It is important to remember that in 1943 Stalin decided to disband the Communist International as a gesture of good will to Churchill and Roosevelt. Later it became clear that the dissolution, justified at the time as recognition the decreased need for guidance from Moscow on the part of the maturing local communist parties, was merely a propagandistic concession linked to Stalin’s desire to mitigate the Allies’ dislike of the revolutionary Bolshevik legacy.


As soon as the Soviets penetrated the territory of Eastern Europe, they resumed their controls over the communist parties and installed “Muscovites” (communists who had spent the war in exile in Moscow) at the top. Ana Pauker and Vasile Luca joined Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej as secretaries of the Romanian Communist Party’s Central Committee, In Poland, Boleslaw Bierut, the head of the Moscow-sponsored Lublin Government, became General Secretary of the Polish Communist Party and initiated a purge of the home communists headed by Gomulka.


In Czechoslovakia and elsewhere, the interrupted hegemony resumed the same pattern of Soviet domination. Hegemony was pursued with the appointment of the former Moscow emigrés Klement Gottwald and Rudolf Slansky, respectively, as President and General Secretary of the Communist Party in Czechoslovakia. In Bulgaria, the home-based communists headed by Traicho Kostov had to share power with the Muscovites Georgi Dimitrov, Vasil Kolarov, and Vulko Chervenkov. In Hungary the Muscovites took over the whole leadership of the Hungarian Communist Party and established a clique dictatorship under a leading foursome made up of General Secretary Matyas Rakosi and his faithful underlings Erno Gero (the former NKVD officer who had presided over the purge of the anti-Stalinist revolutionaries in Barcelona during the Spanish civil war), Mihaly Farkas, and Jozsef Revai, a former disciple of the celebrated Marxist thinker Georg Lukacs who had been converted to hard-line Stalinism.


Fewer possibilities existed in Yugoslavia for the hegemonic pattern to proceed along the same lines. Tito had succeeded in creating a powerful mass base for himself and his closest associates (Edvard Kardelj, Aleksandar Rankovic, and Milovan Djilas). During the bloody confrontations of World War II and in spite of their unabashed support for Stalin and the Soviet international strategy, the Yugoslav communists managed to turn themselves into a national movement. The Kremlin’s real problem with Tito was that, although definitely full of love and admiration for Stalin, his ambition was to become Stalin’s counterpart in the Balkans. Eventually that unconscious, unavowed, but very real design would bring him into first a covert and then an open conflict with the Soviet dictator.


The Yugoslav communists launched terrorist actions against their enemies—Nazi and otherwise—and instituted a secret police system whose repressive methods were directly borrowed from the arsenal of the Soviet secret police (NKVD).18 Tito then sought to expand his influence in other Balkan countries. He sent his emissary Svetozar Vukmanovic-Tempo to develop contacts with the Greek communists, who were engaged in a civil war against supporters of a pro-Western monarchic regime. The Yugoslavs also acted as “Big Brother” toward the tiny Albanian Communist Party, headed by Enver Hoxha, a former French teacher in the city of Tirana.19


When Stalin decided to anathematize Tito and expel him from the world communist movement, Hoxha and his acolytes remembered the humiliation inflicted upon them by the arrogant Yugoslavs and added some of the most obstreperous notes to the Soviet-orchestrated antiYugoslav campaign.


MESSIANIC DELUSIONS


What were all these communist formations promising to liberate their nations? What values did they stand for, and what blueprints did they offer for their countries’ renewal?


It would be easy but frivolous to say that all those engaged in clandestine communist activities during World War II were inspired exclusively by their unreserved worship of the Soviet Union. In addition to that prevailing temporal motivation, those people were convinced that their struggle against fascism was part of a universal human emancipation.


Many of the communists were outright Soviet agents, but not all. Especially among young intellectuals, the identification of the Soviet Union with the cause of human freedom was very powerful. Both during the interwar period and throughout the years of the anti-Nazi resistance, many young people joined the communist movement convinced that it offered a superior form of historical rationality. Information about the extent of the Great Purge in the USSR was scarce, so many people tended to dismiss it as fascist slander. The atrociousness of the fascist crimes and the astute manipulation by the Stalinists of democratic symbols, particularly after the Seventh Comintern Congress, when the strategy of the “Popular Fronts” (communist-controlled umbrella organizations) was adopted, made some people believe that after the war Eastern Europe would be governed by popular democratic regimes, with the communists behaving like normal political actors in the pluralistic game. The myth of a classless society where all political and economic tensions would be abolished in favor of an earthly paradise of human equality and dignity functioned as an excuse for the communist militants’ willing abandonment of their reasoning powers. But the Kremlin’s strategists and their East European puppets, of course, had no intention of establishing pluralism or classless societies. The Comintern’s masterminds realized that the arrival of the Soviet troops in those countries would provide the communist parties with extraordinary political and logistic superiority over any of their adversaries.


Since the 1930s, Eastern Europe’s communist parties had been thoroughly Stalinized. There were some residual elements of original faith in the socialist dream of world revolution, but as a rule all those elites were ready to serve the Soviet Union without hesitation. Most resented local Social Democratic parties that advocated an evolutionary road to a more just society. Following the Bolsheviks’ rude propaganda techniques, the communists accused their rivals of being agents of the bourgeoisie. But because Stalin wanted to preserve his image (at least until the world war was over) as a benign and wise statesman, the pro-Soviet communists subdued their venomous rhetoric and pledged to behave as champions of national independence.


During the years of World War II, no parties were more vociferous in proclaiming their commitment to patriotic values than the communists. The fact that many of their militants served prison terms or had even been killed in fascist jails only enhanced their public image as exemplars of martyrdom and heroism. Their sacrifices, in many cases genuine, were skillfully exploited by a cynical propaganda machine that presented them as the only legitimate exponents of national interests. The communists went out of their way to polish their image and extended their hands to other political formations, creating large umbrella movements dedicated to the establishment of allegedly democratic governments. Such was the background of the illusions entertained by many in the West, including some of the most influential policy-makers, as they analyzed and responded to Stalin’s “change of mind” about the necessity and feasibility of a “world revolution.”


Although those illusions were rooted in wishful thinking and underrated or completely ignored the expansionist nature of the Soviet system, they were powerful enough to modify Western perceptions of the Soviet Union and to lead to a number of agreements, including those resulting from the Teheran (1944) and the Yalta (1945) conferences. At Teheran and Yalta the Soviet Union convinced its Western partners that it had the right to defend its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. It did not matter that the language of the Yalta Declaration was imbued with flowery democratic promises: The Soviets knew how to use their internationally recognized role to impose satellite regimes in the countries of Eastern Europe.


In the name of the struggle against fascist vestiges, democratic parties in Eastern Europe were savagely persecuted, censorship was established and intensified, and secret police systems were instituted to harass all those who dared to criticize the communists. Anticommunism (or antiSovietism) was automatically equated with fascism. As soon as they realized that no real obstacle existed to prevent their rise to power, the local communist elites started to behave with increasing boldness.


The Soviet military presence on the territories of East European nations endowed the local communist elites with a shield of immunity that they knew how to employ successfully to further their monopolistic objectives. Across Eastern Europe, communist parties included in their official statements promises of democratic elections and respect for human rights and political tolerance; however, in practice those parties initiated continuous purges and single-mindedly established their political domination.


In order to accomplish their goals, they used splinter groups of the traditional indigenous parties and vainglorious political figures who were convinced that collaborating with the Stalinists would ensure their political survival. The communists, however, did not want to engage in any power-sharing. The logic of Leninism, with its militaristic organizational doctrine and extreme authoritarian practice, made the communists better prepared to win power in an ultimate showdown. Unlike their enemies, they were convinced that only a one-party system could solve their countries’ problems. They sincerely abhorred parliamentarianism and regarded democratic structures as profoundly and incurably inept.


Unlike their rivals, the communists were not divided along ideological or moral lines. They were cohesive formations, monolithic in spirit and action. To be sure, these groups were not as monolithic as they claimed to be, but their factious strifes had more to do with the struggle for power within their sectarian boundaries than with different philosophies or strategies. The communists were educated in the spirit of unqualified support for their superiors. They obeyed the leadership’s orders without murmur or scruples. In garrison-style formations, no wavering was permitted. To be a true communist, a party member had to surrender any personal claim to freedom of thought or personal honesty in favor of the suprapersonal entity called the party.


While the issue was the takeover of political power and the establishment of Soviet-style dictatorships, the communist party acted like a single body, without any trace of anarchy. The unifying feature was Stalinist dogma, the codified version of Leninism internalized by communist armies around the world. As if Stalinism were a revealed truth, the party members were expected to believe in its tenets with religious passion. Many accepted the complete renunciation of individual mental autonomy and served the “party” with the same zeal that an illuminated sect follows the dictates of a charismatic prophet. Indeed, a high percentage of mysticism existed in this abnegation, which bordered on absolute serfdom, but for the militants the experience was as an inebriating situation, a way of transcending any form of estrangement and achieving liberation through historical salvation.20


Party militants were sincerely convinced that the Stalinist model of society, with its rigid planning of everything human beings needed and its overall unsparing indoctrination, dubbed the education of the “new man,” was superior to the conflict-ridden texture of the bourgeois world as exemplified by the contradiction between haves and have-nots and the perceived alienation of the intelligentsia. They thought importing the Soviet-style institutions to their countries would ensure modernization and rapid economic progress.


To achieve those goals of economic progress and modernization, the various East European communist parties undertook a systematic destructive operation whose chief consequence was the suppression of the civil society. That was, indeed, the main purpose of totalitarian practice in this century: to annihilate the sources of human creativity, to separate individuals from one another while making them mutually inimical, and to replace collective bonds of solidarity and support with the supremacy of the party-state, acclaimed as omnipotent and omniscient. All previous associations and groups had to disappear. The values long held to be sacred—patriotism, family, national traditions—had to be redefined in the light of communist dogmas. An overhaul of each country’s cultural tradition and a revision of the moral postulates, including those derived from the European humanist tradition, were accomplished through the Marxist dogma of the class struggle.


In countries where the social contrasts were often outrageous before World War II, the communists’ promises to defend the interests of the have-nots against the haves and to give selfless support to the social underdogs sounded appealing. They offered the intellectuals the opportunity to feel socially important and useful, and many intellectuals considered the chance a godsend.


Likewise, the communists abused the confidence of the working class by announcing that their party was the repository of all human virtues and was predestined by history to become the ruling force in society. Party members penetrated and eventually controlled the trade unions, which they considered to be their “transmission belts” to the working class. In reality, despite their proletarian verbiage, the communists did not trust the class in whose name they were trying to take over power: For them the workers were simply a maneuverable mass, a passive and pliable crowd, incapable of understanding its own interests. The communists acted as a pedagogical minority, enthralled with its own mission and convinced that any opposition to their party’s designs was by definition criminal.


THE COMINFORM AND THE TWO CAMPS THEORY


Following the idyllic years 1944-45, when the Soviets claimed that they had no intent to establish Communist regimes in Eastern and Central Europe, things started to change in 1946. The Cold War had become increasingly intense. The Civil War in Greece, which had started in 1944, entered a more violent stage, the West hardened its opposition to communist insurrectionary tactics in various countries, and Stalin came to the conclusion that it was high time to abandon any soothing rhetoric about popular fronts and national coalitions. In the Kremlin it was a time of savage power struggles. Two factions were vying for the upper hand in the aging despot’s entourage. On one side were the Moscow apparatchiks, headed by Georgy Malenkov and Lavrenty Beria. On the other, growing ever more obsessed with proving to Stalin their indefatigable commitment to the principles of international class struggle, were the former Leningrad party boss Andrei Zhdanov and his associates.21


For Zhdanov, first the British commitment supporting the antiCommunist forces in Greece and then the United States’ decision to assist the economic recovery in Western Europe through the Marshall Plan were clear indications that the time for entente with the “bourgeois” former allies had come to an end. According to that high priest of Stalinist orthodoxy, a new stage in the irreconcilable struggle between the forces of peace and progress and those of reaction and war had begun. There was no longer any room for searches for “national roads to socialism.” The battle cry sounded by Zhdanov for all communists and “progressive forces” was to close ranks around the Soviet Union, “the fortress of mankind’s dreams of equality and happiness.” This theory formulated by Zhdanov, at the time Stalin’s chief lieutenant and the Kremlin’s ideological czar, would be the alpha and omega of communist internationalism until Stalin’s death in March 1953.


Zhdanov spelled out his strategy of intensification of international class warfare and elaborated on its implications for Eastern Europe during a secret meeting that took place in Poland, at Szklarska Poreba, in September 1947. On that occasion, representatives of the Bulgarian, Czechoslovak, French, Italian, Polish, Romanian, Soviet, and Yugoslav communist parties gathered to discuss a common response to what Stalin had identified as the new aggressive behavior of American imperialism. The conclave culminated in the creation of the Information Bureau of the Communist and Workers’ parties with its headquarters in Belgrade. The creation of the new institution, usually referred to as the Cominform, indicated Moscow’s desire to contain the centrifugal trends within world communism. Although it was intended as a successor to the Comintern, it lacked the defunct International’s global stature and influence. For instance, it did not include some of the most influential parties engaged at that moment in civil wars (the Chinese and the Greek communist parties). Even more symptomatic was the absence of the Albanians and the East Germans, which meant the Cominform did not include all the actual or potential ruling European communist parties.
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