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Chapter 1

Making the World Unsafe for Democracy

In 1914, the British were told that they were at war “to make the world safe for democracy”.1 But their involvement in WWI made the world less democratic. To see how this came about, we need to remember how the war progressed.

The Stalemate

The Schlieffen Plan was Germany’s idea to fight a two-front war by not fighting a two-front war. Under this plan, France had to be knocked out of the war first, while Russia mobilised, and then Russia had to be dealt with. There were flaws both with the plan and in its execution. However, the plan almost succeeded in the first weeks of the war. That is why the French called saving Paris in 1914 a “miracle” (the Miracle of Marne), when they managed to stop the Germans. One of the reasons the plan failed was that Germany had to unexpectedly fight Britain on top of Russia and France. Scottish historian Niall Ferguson claims that:

If the British Expeditionary Force had never been sent, there is no question that the Germans would have won the war. Even if they had been checked at the Marne, they would almost certainly have succeeded in overwhelming the French army in the absence of substantial British reinforcements. And even if the BEF had arrived, but a week later or in a different location as a result of a political crisis in London, Moltke might still have repeated the triumph of his forebear.2

The failure of the Schlieffen Plan led to a bloody stalemate. If the plan had succeeded, the war would have been shorter and therefore less destructive.

Moreover, protracting the war (and therefore making it so destructive) set the atmosphere for punishing Germany with the Treaty of Versailles. British politician Sir Eric Campbell-Geddes expressing the public mood that led to the treaty, saying “we shall squeeze Germany until the pips squeak”.3

Without the Versailles Treaty, there would have been no German-speaking territories incorporated into Poland and Czechoslovakia, no reparations leading to hyperinflation, no national humiliation for Germany, no “stab in the back” theory, no confiscation of German properties and colonies.

The British participation also made the war truly global.4 In particular, the USA fought because Britain did. Britain cut the German transatlantic telegraph cables making sure that the German and the Austro-Hungarian version of the events could not reach the American press. Britain spread lies of raped nuns and the Belgian babies tossed onto German bayonets.5 Britain transported munitions on RMS Lusitania and hid this fact when it was sunk by the Germans, thus manipulating US public opinion in favour of entering the war.6 Britain intercepted and decoded the “Zimmerman Telegram”, which finally pushed the USA into the war.7 It is little wonder that the Americans went to war adopting the British “safe for democracy” phrase, coined by H. G. Wells back in 1914.8

German civilians were starved by the Royal Navy blockade thanks to British participation. It was not lifted even after the Armistice.

With her merchant ships and even Baltic fishing boats sequestered, and the blockade still in force, Germany could not feed her people. When Berlin asked permission to buy 2.5 million tons of food, the request was denied.9

Thousands of men, women, and children died as a result. The architect of this policy, Churchill, said that his aim was to “starve the whole population – men, women, and children, old and young, wounded and sound – into submission”.10

A British general stationed in Germany said that his troops could no longer stand the sight of “hordes of skinny and bloated children pawing over the offal from British cantonments”.

It is not surprising that “Freedom and Bread” later became a Nazi slogan.11

Hitler tapped into the resentment these policies caused in Germany and this is how he came to power in 1933.12 Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany, a state that used to hold free elections, eventually ended up as one of the worst totalitarian regimes in history.

Technology

There is an argument that there would have been a stalemate on the Western Front with or without Britain for purely technological reasons – namely that a manoeuvrable war was not possible with machine guns and barbed wire. But as deadly as this combination proved to be, many more casualties were inflicted by artillery.13 This detail matters because the efficiency of the artillery depended on spending enormous quantities of expensive shells, which, in turn, depended on economic resources. In short, the technological development was not enough. Each warring nation needed to match the resources of its opponent in terms of steel production, precision tools, chemical industry, etc. Although the French had modern guns, France was no match for Germany industrially, could not manufacture so many shells, and therefore no stalemate was possible if it faced Germany alone, without Britain.

Moreover, both sides found ways to overcome the barbed wire and the machine guns: the Germans with stormtroopers, the Allies with tanks, and both sides with “undermining” – literally mining under the enemy’s position in order to place explosives and blow their trenches up. The Russians, under the command of General Brusilov, found a way to overcome the stalemate as early as 1916 and they were not even using any new technical means.

That none of these tactics led to a strategic breakthrough was, again, a result of resources, not of technology. Behind each line of defence there was another, and another. The attacking party was slowed down and this gave the defenders time to move troops from elsewhere and counter-attack. The stalemate was a matter of quantity and not of quality because the many lines of defence, and the reserves available to plug a bridge in these lines, was a matter of having enough economic and human resources. Germany could initially match the combined industrial power of France, Russia, and Britain because they were not well organised.14 But they were improving and, by 1917, the powers were unequal.

To make things worse, the USA joined the war. With it, the Allies had far more men, tanks, aeroplanes, shells, food and, sure enough, the German line was decisively broken in 1918. Furthermore, the German defensive fortifications that were broken in 1918 were superior to the ones that were successfully held at the Somme back in 1916. This indicates that resources mattered more than the quality of fortification used: the poor fortifications held while the good fortifications failed.

Russia

The conditions that brought about the February Revolution in Petrograd in 1917 would not have occurred if Germany had not had to fight Britain on top of Russia and France. It was the dragging on of WWI and not the historical development of Russia that led to socialism being established there.

Despite the efforts of generations of Soviet propagandists claiming technological failings and impoverishment, Russia was in fact an industrial giant. It was the fourth most industrially developed country in the world and was rising through the ranks with an astonishing 19 per cent increase in production per year. The wage of the Russian worker was second only to the US worker. If the difference in food prices between the two countries is taken into account, the wage difference was a mere 15 per cent.15 It is hard to imagine this now, but Westerners used to immigrate to Russia in order to be paid more. The Russian industrial output continued to grow even during the war, while it was falling in Germany and Britain.16

Lenin and Trotsky could not have come to power in October 1917 if the soldiers had not brought down the government in February 1917. The two played no role in the February Revolution (they were not even in the country) when the Petrograd garrison soldiers invaded the hall where parliament members were gathered. It was these soldiers who pressured the frightened Members of Parliament into issuing the infamous Order number 1. (There were also students and workers, but it was the soldiers that were armed and in those days that was what counted.) It stated that from that moment onwards, the soldiers would elect their officers. In theory, the Order was intended for the Petrograd garrison only, but it reached the front as well. It disintegrated the army. It was these soldiers who then sent representatives to the front in order to agitate the other soldiers to give up the fight, to disobey and attack their officers, and then to return to the rear to plunder the estates of the rich. It was they who toppled the Russian state and prepared the ground for the Bolshevik’s coup that followed in October.

However, the Petrograd soldiers did all this just because they didn’t want to be sent to the front to fight and they would not have had to go to fight if there was peace in 1917. They were indifferent to socialism and hadn’t heard of Lenin, although he would not have come to power without them. All of these events point to one summary: USSR would not have been created if the war did not carry over into 1917.

No USSR would have meant no WWII. It was the Soviet leadership that instigated the war between Nazi Germany on the one hand and Britain and France on the other. (This is covered in “Attempts to Prevent WWII Made It Happen”.) Then, after WWII, USSR almost caused WWIII. Stalin planned to take over Western Europe in the late 1940s or early 1950s.17 Fortunately, he was dead by 1953, likely murdered by some of the Politburo members who were against a new war.18 The “doves” had killed the “hawk”. Still, this did not prevent the Cold War which resulted in hot Proxy Wars that caused a number of casualties comparable to these of WWI, to the risk of nuclear annihilation of humanity, and to tens of trillions of dollars wasted.

Of course, the British politicians could not have predicted this long chain of events back in 1914. Nobody could. But that is the point. The consequences of our actions are far more numerous and extensive than we know.

Still, forecasting some calamities was possible. Russia was another country that blundered into WWI. Peter Durnovo, a civil servant, advised the Russian Tsar not to go to war.19 He exhibited a remarkable foresight by predicting that socialist slogans would be raised as a result of the war; that properties would be snatched; that the Russian state would be toppled, a “most extreme social revolution will become inevitable”, he said, and foretold of the anarchy and the radical elements that would come to power and devastate the country. That turned out to be an accurate summary of what followed under Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin. The USSR exterminated about 62 million people.20 To put this figure into chilling perspective, Nazi Germany exterminated about 21 million.21

The Dominating Power

It can be objected that making the world safe for democracy was just a propaganda slogan, like saving “poor little Belgium”. (The Schlieffen Plan called for seven-eighths of the German army in the West to “smash” into Belgium in order to attack France. Belgium was in the way and Germany violated its neutrality. This, along with the news of the German atrocities, most of them fabricated, was used as a pretext for Britain to go to war.22) It can be further argued, as many historians do, that Britain really entered the war because it did not want a single power to dominate the continent, a policy it has pursued since the Napoleonic Wars.23

If this was the case, then the results were the opposite of what was intended. First Nazi Germany became the dominant power on the continent (in the late 1930s) and then the Soviet Union did (in the late 1940s). In effect, the National Socialists and the Communists came to power as a result of the British involvement in WWI. Worse still, Britain itself was weakened and therefore less able to oppose them:

By fighting Germany in 1914, Asquith, Grey and their colleagues helped ensure that, when Germany did finally achieve predominance on the continent, Britain was no longer strong enough to provide a check to it.24

The same argument can be made about Britain and USSR. In a sense, the only dominance Britain destroyed by going to war was its own.

As was already shown, the war would have been short without British involvement. The surviving documents suggest that Germany would have annexed neither Belgium nor French territory. There would have been a union where the member states would not pay any custom duties. The Russian power in Eastern Europe would have been reduced. Poland, for example, would have been independent.25 Here’s how Niall Ferguson sums it all up:

Had Britain stood aside – even for a matter of weeks – continental Europe could therefore have been transformed into something not wholly unlike the European Union we know today – but without the massive contraction in British overseas power entailed by the fighting of two world wars.… With the Kaiser triumphant, Adolf Hitler could have eked out his life as a mediocre postcard painter and a fulfilled old soldier in a German-dominated Central Europe about which he could have found little to complain. And Lenin could have carried on his splenetic scribbling in Zurich, forever waiting for capitalism to collapse – and forever disappointed.26

Endnotes

1Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), pages xx, 50, 51.

2Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), page 458.

3“Squeeze Germany Until the Pips squeak”, Richard M Langworth website, published on September 14, 2014, consulted on May 11, 2020, https://richardlangworth.com/squeeze-germany.

4“How The World Went to War In 1914”, Imperial War Museum website, published on February 5, 2018, consulted on May 10, 2020, https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-the-world-went-to-war-in-1914.

5Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), pages 68, 106.

6Centenary News, First World War 1914–1918, published on May 2, 2014, consulted on September 26, 2019, https://centenarynews.com/article?id=1616.

7“Zimmermann Telegram: United States-European history (1917)”, Britannica website, consulted on September 26, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/event/Zimmermann-Telegram.

8Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), page 51.

9Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), page 77.

10Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), pages 79.

11Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), page 80.

12Laurence Moyer, Victory Must be Ours: Germany in the Great War 1914–1918, (London, Leo Cooper, 1995), page 6.

13“Shrapnel from mortars, grenades and, above all, artillery projectile bombs, or shells, would account for an estimated 60 percent of the 9.7 million military fatalities of World War I.” Caroline Alexander, “The Shock of War”, World War I: 100 Years Later, Smithsonian Magazine website, published on September 2010, consulted on September 16, 2019, https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-shock-of-war-55376701/.

14Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), pages 259, 260.

15 Marina Svanidze, Estoricheskiye Hroniki si Nikolaim Svanidze, (Historical Chronicles with Nikolai Svanidze), Volume one, (Amphora Publishers, Saint Petersburg, 2007), pages 24, 25.

16Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), page 250.

17Kaystoot Zakoretskiy, Tret’ia Miravaya Voina Stalina (Stalin’s World War III), (Moscow, Yauza-Press, 2009); Edvard Radzinsky, Stalin, (Great Britain, Hodder & Stoughton, 1997), pages 543–547.

18Abdurakhman Avtorhanov, Zagatka Smyearttee Stalina (The Mystery of Stalin’s Death), (Moscow, Ex Libris Slovo Soviet-British co-operative venture, 1992).

19Paul Robinson, “How Russia Might Have Stopped World War I”, The American Conservative website, published on February 4, 2014, consulted on April 28, 2022, https://www.theamericanconservative.com/articles/how-russia-might-have-stopped-world-war-i/.

20R. J. Rummel, Death by Government, (New Jersey, Transaction Publishers, 1995), pages V, VI.

21R. J. Rummel, Death by Government, (New Jersey, Transaction Publishers, 1995), pages V, VI.

22Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), pages 35–52, 106.

23Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), page 443.

24Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), page 461.

25Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), pages 170–172; Patrick J. Buchanan, Churchill, Hitler, and “The Unnecessary War”: How Britain Lost Its Empire and the West Lost the World, (New York, Crown Publishers, 2008), pages 60–62.

26Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War, (London, The Penguin Press, 1998), page 460.





Chapter 2

Freeing the Workers Enslaved Them

The stated goal of Karl Marx was to free the exploited. “Workers of the World, Unite. You have nothing to lose but your chains!” was one of his famous quotes.1 In accordance with this, we – those living in the Soviet empire – were taught from an early age that we have been liberated from the exploiters. Socialism equalled freedom.

But what if the “liberation” that began in 1917 actually ended in slavery in the early 1930s? This startling fact has been acknowledged by many authors since 1948 when Dallin and Nicolaevsky published their extensive study of slavery in the USSR, which covers all aspects: how slaves were made to work, how the methods used affected mortality rates, what living conditions were, etc.2 A lot of data can also be found in the memoirs of those who survived the Soviet concentration camps, from Solzhenitsyn3 and Shalamov,4 to hundreds of others. It is not surprising that those witnessing the transportation of prisoners to the concentration camps by barges compared it to that of slaves shipped across the Atlantic.5

In the West, slavery is associated with Hollywood props such as chains and images of black people lashed under the hot Caribbean sun, not white people worked to death in concentration camps in Siberia. But the very word “slave” comes from the word for Slav because the Slavic people, all of them white, were enslaved by both Arabs and Western Europeans for centuries. As Professor Thomas Sowell observed, slavery has nothing to do with race or racism because people of all skin colours have been enslaved or have enslaved others throughout history.6

However, there was a difference between the slavery under socialism and slavery in the Caribbean. The number of slaves under socialism massively outnumbered any other example throughout human history. The same goes for the number of deaths resulting from slavery in the USSR, as Professor Rummel has observed:

In some 70 years it likely chewed up almost 40 million lives, well over twice as many as probably died in some 400 years of the African slave trade, from capture to sale in an Arab, Oriental, or New World market.7

Incidentally, that is not counting the slaves in the National Socialist concentration camps, who were also white.

The acquisition of slaves in the USSR was organised like any other economic activity in a socialist state: there was a quota for it.

The government planned in advance the number of prisoners that would be needed for the next year, and would place an advance order for the arrests with the People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs (NKVD).8

In most countries, the law determines the number of the people behind bars: if more activities are criminalised, more people will be jailed. It was just the opposite under socialism where the number of those locked up determined the law. The law was changed so that a pre-planned number would be reached. New articles were enacted if the number of slaves in the concentration camps was not sufficient so that more people could be sentenced to forced labour.9

The word “sentenced” used here does not mean what it does in the West today. It was not the decision of a court of law (let alone of an independent court of law). The sentence could not be appealed and was not reached following a transparent procedure.

Moreover, the camp administration could refuse to release prisoners who had served their term if it found that necessary for economic reasons.10 Finally, the administration could, at its own discretion and without a new charge, re-arrest a freed prisoner just because he had already been sentenced once before.11 In short, the state was not constrained by law regarding who could be forced to work and for how long.

The fact that the slaves under socialism were public property had another consequence: their mortality rate was higher than in countries where the slaves were private property like, for example, the privately owned slaves in the USA during the nineteenth century. Statistically speaking, life expectancy was better even for inmates in Nazi concentration camps.12 A private slave owner ensured that his property was maintained and used for as long as possible. The officials who managed the slaves under socialism had no such incentive.13 They hadn’t paid for them and would not lose their investment if the slaves died. They could afford to be callous. In the words of Naftaly Frenkel, one of the early ideologists of the Soviet concentration camps: “We have to squeeze everything from a prisoner in the first three months. We will not need him later.”14

It made sense that the concentration camp prisoners were forced to work without proper shoes, clothes or food in sub-zero temperatures: they had to survive with the clothes and the shoes they were arrested in. For the women, that often meant pushing wheelbarrows through deep snow in high heels.15 It is no wonder that few survived beyond the first few months.

One additional reason for the disregard of the well-being of the slaves was their availability. It was much easier to arrest people locally than to carry them across the Atlantic Ocean. They had less than 4 million slaves in the southern United States.16 As was pointed out, the Soviets had way more.17

The popular assumption is that those sent to concentration camps were enemies of Stalin’s regime, in other words that they must have been rich in the past or must have told a political joke. This was not necessarily so. For example, there was a campaign to catch those without passports in the big Soviet cities in the early 1930s. (It was the peasants who had no passports, and they were fleeing from their villages in a desperate attempt to save their lives as at this time the famine artificially created by the Soviets was underway.) Apart from catching peasants, those who took part in these “hunting parties”18 sometimes caught people with passports in order to fulfil the quota.19 Enemies or not, the camps needed workers.

Some of the secret police reports from the 1930s frankly stated that the need for qualified personnel would be satisfied by arresting “suitable” (in terms of qualification) persons.20 In other words, the usefulness of one’s qualifications was grounds for imprisonment. Lavrentiy Beria, the head of the secret police, suggested that specialists working in the secret police research bureaux should be sentenced to lengthy terms of imprisonment in order to make them work harder by promising them a reduction of their prison terms.21 So, their freedom had to be taken away in order to be offered back to them in exchange for work.

That it was clear to the rulers that imprisonment was about economic results and not punishment was evident in what Stalin said, too: “In August 1938, as the penal terms of a generation of convicts drew to a close, he playfully asked the USSR Supreme Soviet whether such convicts should be released on time. He declared that ‘from the viewpoint of the state economy it would be a bad idea’ to set them free since the camps would lose their best workers.”22

This reasoning makes sense given that people under socialism are an economic resource in the same way oil is. In the words of a Russian historian, Stalin read the monthly reports about those sentenced for “spying, diversion, and terrorist activity” along with the “ones on the harvesting of grain, the mining of coal, and the smelting of steel”.23 When abortions were banned in the USSR in 1936, Stalin said: We need people. This is not a personal affair for the women.24

It makes sense that North Korea, the last surviving Stalinist state, ensures the prisoners will not commit suicide by punishing their surviving relatives.25 After all, those who kill themselves destroy public property and sabotage the economy. Neither is a private matter and therefore they cannot be left to decide when to end their lives.

The same economic reasoning was applied on lower levels. To illustrate, a Soviet concentration camp commander reported in the 1930s that 15.3 per cent of the prisoners have been lost during the last year, quickly adding: “Given the task of colonizing the enormous territory of Nareem, which was achieved as quickly as possible, the population loss figure should not be considered significant.”

The author of the report gives further numbers to substantiate that he hasn’t overspent too many people.26

Viktor Kravchenko, a prominent Soviet defector who worked in a war production office in Moscow, observed the mindset of the regime and “the complacency with which these people used human life … like so much inert raw material for their plans, experiments and blunders”.27

Slavery in the USSR was distinct from private slavery in another way too. In accordance with the propaganda, it was never called “slavery”.

Slavery Outside Soviet Concentration Camps

The concentration camps were only the most extreme form of slavery. Those who were not imprisoned were slaves too. Leaving the government farms was forbidden in the USSR in 1930. Essentially, serfdom was restored. It was ordered to use women as beasts of burden for ploughing. Even pregnant, they were put in teams of four to the yoke. In 1933 this was regulated formally as well by the Prohibition of Leaving Act.28

The same went for the cities. One had no choice whether to work or not for the state according to the regulations in the Soviet Union. Both men and women were slaves in all but name since they had no choice where to work, for how long or for how much money. Their bosses had full power over them, which had life and death consequences for the “employee”.

Eventually, the rules became even stricter.29 A Decree “On the Transfer to the Eight-Hour Working Day, the Seven-Day Work Week, and on the Prohibition of Unauthorized Departure by Laborers and Office Workers from Factories and Offices” was passed on 26 June, 1940.30 The severity escalated with the Decree “On the Mandatory Procedure for the Transfer of Engineers, Technicians, Masters, Skilled Laborers and Office Workers Between Certain Factories and Institutions” from 19 October, 1940. People were not only forbidden to quit work but were dictated where they must work.

And this was just the official part of the process. People were coerced to work with or without regulations. An engineer, for example, was forbidden from leaving his workplace for months on end until he developed a certain tool.31

Children absent without leave from their factory were sent to concentration camps.32 The same went for adults who did not fulfil their quotas.33 People all over the country were tied to their jobs or sent to concentration camps if they were late for work.34 Women were frequently forced into sexual slavery in the USSR during WWII.35

The word slavery, when applied to countries like the USSR or North Korea, is not to be taken metaphorically. The people were deemed property of the state in everything but name because they were used by it like a resource. They were not bought and sold, however, because they were public property rather than private. There was no one to sell them to and no one to buy them from – the owner of all means of production in the land was just one: the state. They were forced to work and were deprived of the right to leave (not just the country but often their town or village, without a travel permit, a system that still exists in North Korea today).36 They could not negotiate their conditions. In theory, they received wages (if they were not in a concentration camp) but the size of the wage was determined unilaterally by their “employer” (By the way, being paid does not necessarily exclude slavery as some slaves in USA were also paid.37) That wage was often just a token gesture.38 Moreover, the people had no choice whether to work for it or not.

Even if the people under socialism were free to change their jobs (as they eventually were under Brezhnev), they could not choose a better pay because they were still working for the same employer – whether you were working as a miner or a minister, a poet or a plumber, a teacher or a turner, you were all employed by the government.

Why the “Liberation” of the Workers Backfired

Many people say that slavery had nothing to do with “true” socialism, that slavery happened because of who was in charge in the USSR. (Interestingly, the same argument is not made about the National Socialism. Nobody claims it was good but that it was corrupted by Hitler.) They blame Lenin and Stalin for socialism being bad; if only Lenin and Stalin were nice guys who excelled at pressing wildflowers, the system would have been different.

However, who the leaders were was a consequence and not a cause as F. A. Hayek demonstrated in The Road to Serfdom. (The relevant chapter is aptly called “Why the Worst Get on Top”.) Lenin and Stalin happened to be the most suitable to implement Marxism, but that does not mean that others would not have come forward if those two men did not exist: just think of Trotsky, for example, who was no less bloodthirsty. He dreamt of what the Khmer Rouge realised decades later in Cambodia. Trotsky said in his speech at the IX Party Congress that everyone was to be “a soldier of labour” who would not have the freedom to choose what job to have and for how much, because if he did not obey orders, he would be court martialled as a “deserter”. Trotsky was not just talking the talk but walking the walk and he was brutal enough to enforce Marxism upon the population. The Red Army committed horrible atrocities under his command. When the White Army advanced in 1919, they uncovered mass graves full of people who had dirt in their lungs. They had been buried alive. Others had been skinned alive. Some women’s breasts were cut off while they were alive, and others had been tortured by having their hands skinned so that gloves could be manufactured from their skin.39

Leninism and Stalinism are often presented as not true Marxism. However, just like we may find the hints of everything Stalin did in Lenin’s policies, so we can find the hints of what Lenin did in what Marx preached. To illustrate, people associate starving the Ukrainians with Stalin, but Lenin did it first.40 The same goes for the secret police infiltration and the concentration camps, both invented under Lenin. Likewise, Lenin is supposed to have strayed from Marxism because the latter predicted a revolution in a highly industrialised country while Lenin forged a coup in a country where most of the population were peasants. But Marx wrote as early as 1882 that this was not a problem as long as there was a revolution in Russia.41 The message was that everything was acceptable so long as it yielded results. Lenin displayed this lack of principle as well. Julius Martov, a prominent politician at the time, observed in October 1917: “Lenin is neither interested in peace nor in war. He is interested in revolution only and the only good revolution for him is the one that will allow the Bolsheviks to come to power.”42

In hindsight, it should not be surprising that a plan to free the labour ended in enslaving the labourers. As Napoleon observed, there are only two forces that unite humans: fear and interest.43 If you remove the interest (which is what you do when you dispense of the private property as Marx prescribed), you are left with only fear to make them work. Fear, therefore, becomes the currency of your new economy. Instead of voluntary transactions, you must rely on coercion. There’s a phrase for that: forced labour. In effect, this amounts to reversing history given that it progresses “from status to contract”, as Henry Maine put it.44

Let us see in detail how losing all freedoms was inevitable whatever the leaders wished for. Lenin’s rule was marked by hundreds of peasant revolts.45 The White Armies, there were several of them, were on top of it, not to mention the Kronstadt Rebellion. To overcome this resistance, the Communists needed ever more effective means of population-control. This is how they came up with the one-party rule (in 1917 they ruled with the Essers and there were other parties in the country46). They closed the borders (initially they allowed immigration), opened the concentration camps (initially they just shot people), introduced the press monopoly (there were still some opposition newspapers in 191847). The Communists developed the secret police infiltration (at the beginning they were arguing whether they needed secret police), and eventually adopted the personality cult of one supreme leader (there were many leaders at first).

The Communists started by expelling their enemies. These were the times of the infamous “Philosophers’ Ship” when some of the leading intellectuals were driven away from the country. (Actually, there were two ships and neither of them were officially called “Philosophers”.) In 1922, Lenin even envisaged a death penalty for those who might try to return (Article 7 of the Penal Code).48 This sounds strange today because throughout the twentieth century, millions strived to escape socialism and almost no one wanted to go back. It seems that Lenin could not have imagined the Berlin Wall at this point. After all, the Berlin Wall was erected to keep the people living under socialism in.

The Communists quickly realised their mistake. They not only lost human resources by expelling people but also allowed the truth of what was going on in the USSR to be spread throughout the West and an anti-Soviet lobby to be established. That is why the regime stopped banishing its enemies abroad.

Moreover, their enemies had less chance to travel abroad than the general population (which they had very little chance to do themselves). This feature of socialism was kept to the last throughout the Soviet empire. Everyone who wanted to go on an excursion to a “capitalist” country (that is how we named non-socialist countries, the ones that could give political asylum to somebody coming from a socialist country), had to be given permission to travel by the local secret police and party branch.49 Such permission was not given unless one had a clean record. Not having a clean record did not necessarily mean that you had committed a crime. It could have been that, at any time in your past, you had been reported for telling a political joke, or that your uncle had been sent to a concentration camp (because having such an uncle suggested that you had reason to hate the government and if you hated the government, you may decide not to return from a trip abroad and therefore you must not be allowed to leave the country). Having close relatives left behind to pay the price for your flight was another way to guarantee that you would return. So, contrary to what Lenin was doing initially, people were not allowed to go abroad precisely because they may not return.

Travelling abroad was just one area where reality corrected the Communists and showed that their whims did not matter. A totalitarian state is inconceivable with free press and yet many Bolsheviks argued that they should keep this freedom at first.50

It sounds unimaginable now, but the Communists also discussed whether to close down the secret police after the Civil War. Its officers and collaborators were so badly paid that some of the females had to work as prostitutes.51 Even some of the leaders thought they should get rid of the secret police as police and public prosecutors could suffice.52 They were corrected by the reality yet again finding out that without it their authority would not be viable.

If the borders were not closed, the population would flee and that would be the end of that state. This was what was about to happen with East Germany before the Berlin Wall was built. Alternatively, the totalitarian state would have to make concessions as the Khmer Rouge were forced to do at the beginning of their rule for fear of losing their population. They could not consolidate their power if the borders were not shut.53 You cannot make an open-borders socialist state work any more than you can inflate a punctured tyre.

And if the socialist state is not isolated from the world, the propaganda will not work as the population will have access to alternative information. That is what partially happened with the population of East Berlin who were able to watch Western TV, and this is what eventually happened throughout Eastern Europe when part of the population started to listen to Radio Free Europe; the foreign radio stations subsequently had to be jammed and those caught listening had to be punished. The state borders had to be impenetrable to radio waves as well, not just to people. (The internet did not exist at the time, but North Korea lived to see its invention and therefore had one more problem to take care of.) The system would crumble if there was either freedom of movement or freedom of information. The borders, as the Soviet Communists used to put it, had to be “padlocked”. (They even made movies illustrating this idea.)54

The same would happen if there was freedom to exchange information within the borders. To stop people talking, they had to fear it. Terror was needed and, to know where to direct this terror, snitches were needed. Exercising terror required “eyes and muscles” – data on those who opposed socialism (eyes) and the force to arrest, torture, and shoot them (muscles). It required that every sphere of life was infiltrated by secret police informants.

To ensure there was no armed resistance, the army had to secure a given territory and confiscate the weapons of the population. (This is how it was in Russia after 1917 and this is how it was in Eastern Europe after 1944 when the Red Army occupied it and thus gave free rein to the local Communists to establish totalitarian governments.) As Mikhail Tukhachevsky, one of the top Soviet military commanders, summarised, the end of the war is not the end of the violence but its beginning because not having armed resistance means the Communists may exercise terror freely.55

To defeat the enemy’s armed forces, the Communists needed to compel their own forces to fight since their soldiers were not volunteers. Blocking troops were needed to make sure that their own soldiers would follow orders because they, being drafted, were part of the same population that needed to be subdued. The blocking troops were there to shoot their own fellow soldiers if they tried to escape. But that was only one half of the solution because if they were to simply shoot all opponents right away, the state may be depopulated as Cambodia was under the Khmer regime (who succeeded in wiping out 31 per cent of the population in three short years).56 That is why concentration camps were needed – where the opponents were defused and yet still economically utilised.

Using such logical considerations, we can deduce most of the vital elements of a totalitarian state. In hindsight, we can work it out as a theorem. Every step was a necessary continuation of the previous one and made it necessary to follow in the same direction towards making the state ever more powerful and individuals ever more powerless.

The Communists had no choice once they started to shoot the protesters in 191857 but to go on shooting or give up power and answer for their crimes. The choice was simple: to be powerful and alive or to be powerless and dead. The terror caused resistance and this, in turn, necessitated more terror. This process was self-perpetuating, it left “mounds” of human corpses as contemporary reported.58 There was no one left to resist eventually and the totalitarian state was complete under Stalin.

The Communists had to control every sphere of life to keep their power. If just one sphere was left uncontrolled, it would have been used as a rallying point to resist the Soviet system. A single freedom may quickly be exploited by the opponents of the regime and become a widening breach of security. The Catholic Church in Poland, for example, was left independent and it contributed to the creation of Solidarnost which, in turn, was quickly transformed from a trades union to a political party.59 This party eventually toppled the state. Any totalitarian state is a pressurised system because of the stresses that accumulate and cannot be safely released. One small hole is all it takes for a catastrophic decompression.

The National Socialists had the benefit of an example of an established totalitarian state, the USSR, when they began constructing their own in Germany in 1933. Yet they too went through trial and error. To illustrate, Hitler had an agreement with the Vatican which allowed the church to educate some of Germany’s youth, initially. Hitler soon sensed that this arrangement spread an ideology hostile to National Socialism. Since Christianity and Nazism contradict each other, Catholic schools had to be closed.60

Marx and Engels must have anticipated the need for extreme violence in order to establish socialism, although they didn’t describe the workings of a concentration camp in detail. Engels expected that the prisons would not be large enough for the enemies of the new regime, and therefore recommended that special guarded places were to be established.61 Marx wrote about something resembling what we saw in the USSR, a state of universal asceticism and uniformity.62 He also advocated the use of terror and forced labour, state monopolism, indoctrinating the population from an early age, the abolition of private property and, finally, social engineering.

The bottom line is that socialism doesn’t work if people are given a choice of where to go, what to do, what to own, what to say, and what to read. In other words, socialism and freedom are incompatible. Gorbachev introduced freedom in a socialist country and the result was the collapse of the system. So, we may dream of a non-violent socialism, a socialism with a human face, as they used to call it during the Prague Spring in 1968, but the hard experimental data doesn’t agree with these ideas.

Normal state machinery, like the one in Western Europe, works well enough if you want to raise the taxes. If you want to go further than that, say to confiscate the houses of the people or force them to work, a more coercive state is needed. If you want to take it all, an all-powerful state is necessary and we call such a state totalitarian. The more it gives (like free healthcare, free education) the more it has to take (taxes, property, freedoms). As has been observed, “A government big enough to give you everything you want is big enough to take everything you have.”63 Which just echoes what Plato said thousands of years before, namely that “extreme freedom can’t be expected to lead to anything but… extreme slavery”.64 Pierre Boiste echoed it in the nineteenth century: “If everybody is equal, nobody is free.”
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