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PREFACE


When I was young I would often hear older relatives and their friends discuss World War II and Nazism. Some were convinced that it was only the Germans who were capable of such things, and that now, it would never be allowed to happen again. Others were not so sure. Anti-Semitism, war, and oppression, after all, were far older than Hitler. Those who had lived in Russia through the Revolutions of 1917 would also discuss Bolshevism. Was Stalinism a uniquely Russian deformation of noble Socialist idealism? Or was there something in Marxism as a whole that created tyranny? It was only when I was in college that I realized that most of those who had lived through the momentous revolutions and political nightmares of the twentieth century did not have good explanations for what had occurred. Perhaps having been in the middle of it precluded any kind of balanced judgement.

My grandfather and his brother, to whom I have dedicated this book, spent many hours in their old age reading about their past, and discussing it with anyone curious enough to ask. They were quite learned men, but ultimately, they did not understand how such things could happen. Raised to believe in the power of rationality, educated to accept that the principles of the European Enlightenment were the most noble in history, they could not believe that human beings exposed to these ideals would renounce them and commit such atrocities.

I do not think that many of us understand the answers to these questions today. We know more than we used to about how such things happened, and how common they have been in the twentieth century, but not why. We know that the torture and the killings did not stop everywhere in the world in 1945, when World War II ended, or in 1953, when Stalin died, or in 1976 when Mao died, or in 1989 when Eastern Europe ceased to be communist. They continue even today, and in many parts of the world there are leaders, or potential leaders, ready to commit new holocausts, to open new concentration camps, and to launch new wars in the name of historical, sacred justice and truth, or for the sake of imagined utopias.

The long historical essay I have written tries to answer the questions raised by the existence and persistence of the phenomenon of tyranny. By comparing many examples, I think it is possible to gain insights that no single case, no matter how thoroughly researched, no matter how profoundly experienced, can ever answer.

I did not pick my cases arbitrarily. Hitler, Stalin, and Mao had to be included because they were tyrants who defined much of our century. Then, I wanted a selection of cases from various parts of the world. There have been far too many cases to do justice to more than a few, but those I chose were meant to illustrate particular aspects of modern tyranny.

In Southeast Asia the Khmer Rouge were an obvious choice because they were so heinous. Originally I intended to make General Suharto of Indonesia another case because I have studied his country, travelled in it quite a bit, and because it is one of the most populous in the world. But I decided that Suharto was far from being unambiguously evil; he may have saved his country from something worse than what has happened under his rule. I picked Burma as a substitute because it makes the consequences of well-meaning but misguided ideologies so clear. Burma is also an example of the problems multi-ethnic states have when they try to create united nations. Far from being exotic, in some respects it is all too typical of much of the world.

I included Nicolae Ceausescu because of all the regimes over-thrown in Eastern Europe in 1989, his was the clearest example of personal tyranny. But also, I once wrote a book on the social history of Romania. I know its language, and even before he was overthrown, I knew many of the details of Ceausescu’s misrule, and how most of my friends there suffered. The similarity between Ceausescu and Kim II Sung is too obvious to miss if one knows even a little bit about North Korea. Adding material about North Korea actually clarifies some aspects of Ceausescu’s rule, and about the general connection between nationalism, corporatism, communism, and tyranny.

Saddam Hussein was slated to appear in this study even before the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent Gulf War. Of the many Middle Eastern dictators who have thrived in recent decades, his is one of the most clearly tyrannical regimes. But many aspects of his rule make it similar to other nationalist and militant governments in this part of the world. And Iraq’s attempt, so far largely unsuccessful, to forge a common sense of nationality among its diverse peoples further reinforces the important lesson that this often insuperable problem is at the heart of many modern tyrannies.

My reason for examining Argentina was that this was a country that should never have fallen into such a condition. Favored by geography, economically well developed in the early twentieth century, isolated from the great wars and tragedies of Eurasia, it should have remained a haven of peace, prosperity, and democracy. But it did not, and more than any other case, it shows the power of misguided economic and political theories to foster the conditions that lead to brutal tyranny.

The mess in Haiti is so great that there is little need to justify its inclusion. But even in the case of the Duvalier family, whose rule seemed so purely corrupt and selfish, the original ideological impetus behind Papa Doc’s rise to power serves to emphasize the role of ideology in most twentieth-century examples of tyranny. And Haiti is an almost perfect example of a country whose heavy historical burdens make happy political outcomes most unlikely. I added the Dominican Republic because, as Haiti’s neighbor, there are obvious comparisons to be made, and because Rafael Trujillo in some ways typifies a large number of Latin American dictators—military men who came from obscure circumstances to bully and rob their people even as they tried to bring about order in semi-anarchic, fractured societies.

I picked Idi Amin because he was so notorious. Studying him makes it clear that no matter how arbitrary and irrational his personal rule may have seemed, it had deeper causes and was connected to a whole history, not just to a few passing coincidences or to his personality. To emphasize this, and to reinforce the connection between the colonial era and the many disasters that have occurred in Africa since then, I picked a second African case from the former French Empire. I worked in French-speaking Africa in the 1960s and learned a lot about how the French still operated there. I heard some unsavory details about how local corruption and French interference interacted in the Republic of Niger from its then President, Hamani Diori. But Diori, who was overthrown and died in exile, was himself a gentle man who was far from being a tyrant. So I decided that I could best apply what I had learned to the study of Emperor Bokassa.

Obviously, my selection does not resemble what social scientists might call “random sampling.” But I do not believe that this is necessary, or even useful in picking whole societies to study. There are not thousands of cases from which to pick, and they are not all of equal importance. There have been, for example, over a dozen Latin American military dictatorships in recent times that might qualify as tyrannies, but only one Hitler. Hitler may not be as “representative” of the type “tyrant” as these more common Latin Americans, but to leave him out of a study such as mine would be foolish, and devoting too many pages to the Somozas and Trujillos of our century would add little insight into the nature of tyranny.

My method is simple. I have tried to give brief social and political histories of the places I have studied in order to explain how they became tyrannies. Then, I have discussed the effects of the tyrannies they suffered, adding some observations about the personalities of the tyrants themselves. No expert historian on any of these cases is going to find any new facts in what I say. Around most of them there exist well-worn academic arguments about the causes and consequences of what happened. Using what I have learned from reading about my examples, I have picked what I think are the most correct arguments for each of the cases, and adopted them for my own use. Thus, I hope that even a specialist on, say, Hitler, or on modern Burma, is going to find something new in what I say about those cases because my comparisons should illuminate previous academic arguments and strengthen the ones I think are correct. I am quite confident that few readers, specialists or not, are going to be very knowledgeable about more than a few of these tyrannies before they read my book.

From these studies I have drawn some general conclusions which suggest what I believe to be the main causes of modern tyranny. As I explain at the very end of the book, I do not think that tyranny is a phenomenon exclusively of the past. Our next century may be as filled with it as the twentieth. But by knowing its causes somewhat better, I think it is possible to see it coming, in ways that my grandfather’s generation did not.
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Chapter 1
On Modern Tyranny


For many decades professional analysts of political power stopped using the term “tyrant.” It is an old-fashioned word, and reminds us of Plato, or Machiavelli. The emphasis on political and economic modernization in the twentieth century produced so many ideological excuses for the abuse of power by governments that most of us forgot that tyranny, rather than diminishing, was actually as common as ever, and far more abusive than in the past.

But with the collapse of European communism from 1989 to 1991, the term “tyrant” began to come back into use. It turned out that when Romanians marched through the streets of Bucharest in December of 1989, they held aloft signs proclaiming “Down with the tyrant!” They were referring to their leader, Nicolae Ceausescu, who would soon be shot with his wife. We were reminded that tyranny was not an archaic concept after all.

Nonetheless, in 1989 we hoped that the word tyranny might have reappeared, only to die once and for all. Democracy had been proved better than totalitarianism, and except for the occasional little, local despot, no one was going to return to such nightmares.

By 1993, to be sure, such naïve sentiments, so widely expressed from 1989 to 1992, have already been exposed as nonsense. Brutal civil wars rage in large parts of the former communist world, and more are in store. In many places, rather than democracy we are seeing various kinds of dictatorship and political abuse that look suspiciously old-fashioned.

I believe that it is even worse than that. Along with traditional abuses of power, which today we characterize as corruption and ordinary evil, the twentieth century has been rich in ideological tyranny motivated by Utopian dreams and a false sense of scientific certitude. The conditions that created these tyrannies have not passed, even if the collapse of Marxism has left the world without one of its major twentieth-century utopianisms. There will be others in the twenty-first century. It is not possible to predict the specific ideological content of future tyrannies, but by showing how these have developed in the past century, I can explain why the conditions that led to them have not vanished.

My study of tyranny will try to identify the major types of modern tyranny together with their common causes, and therefore, to conclude with a set of propositions that might allow us to spot emerging new tyrannies in the future. In order to do this, it will be necessary to examine a wide array of twentieth-century tyrants. Some were very modern and could not have existed before the twentieth century. Others seem like recent versions of very old models. Yet all have been products of our century, while exhibiting traces of an ancient evil.

THE ORIGINS OF TYRANNY

Tyranny is the abuse of power. There have always been individuals who abuse their greater strength or cleverness to inflict pain and humiliation on others, and to exploit those around them for personal gain. Even when there were no policemen or soldiers to enforce anyone’s will, nor states to tax and wage war, there were surely bullies who abused their strength, jealous rages that ended in violence, and smallscale wars between the small bands of wanderers competing for resources. Those with greater strength could and often did brutalize, humiliate, rob, and kill those who were weaker.

But the scale of cruelty and the types of distress that the powerful have inflicted on others have increased as societies have become more complex. The key step toward the creation of political tyranny, the systematic abuse of power by those in positions of authority, was the creation of the state. With armed soldiers at their command, and a growing body of administrators, those in charge of states could exploit their subjects much more thoroughly. They could tax more, demand greater servility, and, if they so wished, were able to inflict greater cruelty.

The invention of permanent settlements, and especially of agriculture, allowed humanity to multiply quickly in a few favored areas and put greater pressure on resources. Intensified competition increased conflict. Simultaneously, improvements in productive technologies necessary to grow enough food for the more densely populated regions also made available more resources that could be hoarded by the strong—land, houses, domesticated animals, women. There is little question that the transition from gathering and hunting societies to early agriculture created increasing inequalities of wealth and the subordination of the many by the strong few, and that this was accompanied by a great increase in the incidence of war.1

In response to greater crowding and increasing war between territorially based groups, professional political and military leaders developed. To settle disputes within groups, professional adjudicators and coordinators appeared. Those who could claim special charismatic powers as healers, as interpreters of the supernatural, or as strong warriors within societies assumed leadership, and because of the growing need for such individuals, they were able to consolidate their authority. They eventually began to bequeath their expertise and accumulated riches to their offspring. Once these elite kin groups gained the ability to store the payments they received for their services, and to employ professional soldiers to enforce their will and collect their tribute, they became the rulers of states. This took a long time. The first states began about 5,500 to 5,000 years ago in the river valleys of Mesopotamia, at least three thousand years after the appearance of agriculture and rudimentary towns. Plow agriculture developed at about the same time as states in Mesopotamia, also to better use limited resources. This allowed greater population concentrations, and consequently, grander states.2

The rulers of the early states sought to legitimize their control and use of vast resources seized from their subjects by awing them and claiming divinity. Fantastic displays of power became common within a few centuries after the invention of states. Giant funerary monuments such as pyramids, and human sacrifices on a large scale became part of the ceremonial life of the early states from Egypt to China, and in the somewhat later, but similar civilizations that developed in the New World.3 It is pretty clear that the standards of nutrition and well being for the majority of the populations in these states fell, partly because of the overcrowding, but also because those in command expropriated so much of production.4 More was taken from the peasants, and in return they received the dubious advantage of having glorious, cruel, divine monarchs and officials to rule them. Large-scale slavery spread, as did the semi-slavery that many peasants were forced into. Whatever the utility of state structures in the beginning, they soon became what Michael Mann has called “gigantic protection rackets.” Even though states could rise and then collapse as people took power back into their own hands and “regressed” toward egalitarianism, in the long run the institution of the state spread and took over the entire world.5 Societies organized as states could mobilize great fighting power. They were also immensely attractive to outsiders dazzled by the splendid luster of the life enjoyed by the few at the top of the civilized heap. The existence of the state became, and has remained, an invitation to those who would abuse its powers. That has not changed in more than five thousand years.

There remained, however, in all civilizations, myths about earlier times when there were no states, no taxes, no rulers, no wars, and no cruelty or abuse of power. And the question of why the powerful so often hurt the weak became one of those eternal human problems, almost as important as the question of why we become ill and die. Perhaps, as the writer Eli Sagan claims, the human need for structure and authority in a kind of super-family, the state, overwhelmed the desire for freedom.6 Whether it was this “need,” or simply the fact that those with power are tempted to abuse it, and to legitimize their excesses by displays of awesome cruelty, the fact is that the imposition of suffering became the accepted way of exercising political power. Once this was considered normal, the exceptional nature of state power could be legitimized and rationalized so that it ceased to be viewed as exceptional, and only the unusual, egregious abuse of hierarchy continued to be interpreted as something abnormal. The humiliation and deprivation imposed on most humans in the great civilizations came to be seen as entirely normal.

As we begin a study of modern tyranny, it is well to remember this. Our democratic standards that began to be applied only in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have begun to push back the limits of what we consider “abuse.” But if what may have been normal from the invention of the state until very recently may no longer be acceptable, for most of recorded history the tyrannical abuse of power has been only too common. And even in the twentieth century, Sagan’s phrase about the cruelty of the state is worth remembering. “The normal state can commit acts that only a psychotic family would allow itself.”7

Looking at statements made about statecraft and the nature of politics across a very wide range of agrarian states around the world shows how despotic, how abusive, and how contemptuous of ordinary human lives the elites in these states actually were, and how unashamed they were of this. The state came to be viewed as the private domain of the ruler, and the people as mere tools of his power, hardly superior to domestic animals. Peter the Great of Russia, who lived from 1672 to 1725, humiliated and terrorized his nobles, maintained Russia’s peasants in the strictest bondage, and murdered his son in a drunken rage, justified his life in this way:
 
The Russian nation is to be maintained in a permanent state of war in order to keep soldiers battle-tested and fit; respites serve only to improve the state’s finances, rebuild the army, and pick a suitable moment for attack. Thus peace is to serve war, and war peace, all in the interest of enlarging the size and prosperity of Russia.8



Two thousand years earlier, in the fourth century B.C., the Lord of Shang, an influential advisor to the rulers of the Qin state that was to unite China into its first great empire in the following century, had written:


[T]he means whereby a country is made prosperous are agriculture and war…. The way to organize a country well is … to have no license of speech. This being so the people will be simple and have concentration…. The way to administer a country well is for the law of the officials to be clear; therefore one does not rely on intelligent and thoughtful men. The ruler makes the people single-minded and therefore they will not scheme for selfish profit. Then the strength of the country will be consolidated.9



Whether legitimate or not in the eyes of their people, rulers in agrarian civilizations were, for the most part, a rapacious and blood-thirsty lot who caused immense suffering. Even if some were kinder than others, and others too weak to inflict much damage, the very essence of politics in these states was, by our contemporary democratic standards, tyrannical.

Nevertheless, we cannot simply say that all state power tends toward tyranny. The first extensive, analytic treatises we have about government are a little over two thousand years old and they try to deal with the problem of the abuse of power by delineating the proper limits of power. The Greeks, who asked far more penetrating questions about their environment than any other ancient people, made the exploration of the causes of tyranny a central issue in their philosophical investigations. Plato, Xenophon, and Aristotle sought to define and explain tyranny, and to prescribe ways of avoiding it. The Chinese and Indian texts roughly contemporary with the writings of the classical Greeks were quite different in that they accepted the notion that royal absolutism was the only workable form of government. But even they tried to distinguish between good and bad rulers, between the necessary violence and cruelty that had to be imposed to maintain such rule and needless exploitation and cruelty.

The exploration of ways to limit tyranny continued to preoccupy political philosophers, and with the Renaissance and Enlightenment in Europe it became a major theme of philosophical discourse. In the eighteenth century, French and English political theorists speculated, as had the Greeks, that tyranny might be avoided altogether by creating more balanced state structures, ones in which the people at large, or at least their representatives, would be able to curb the power of the state. To accomplish this end was the stated purpose of the American and French Revolutions in the late eighteenth century.10

In the nineteenth century the Industrial Revolution created a few economies where it began to seem that the harsh competition for resources that had characterized agrarian societies might be ended by great abundance. Then, some theorists speculated, the dreams of the Enlightenment philosophers might actually become workable because the very need for a coordinating and war-making state would vanish. Standards of political morality had risen; populations participated more widely in politics; and the abuses of the past were understood to be “barbarian.” This was a misunderstanding, of course, because the tyrannies of the past were “civilized” compared to the earlier, more egalitarian primitive societies without states. Still, some nineteenthcentury thinkers believed such abuses to be unworthy of truly developed modern civilizations. Herbert Spencer, the founder of AngloAmerican sociology, believed that industrial societies no longer needed wars to prosper, but on the contrary, thrived on peace and trade:
 
With the absence of need for that corporate action by which the efforts of the whole society may be utilized for war, there goes the absence of need for a despotic controlling agency. Not only is such an agency unnecessary, but it cannot exist. For since, as we see, it is an essential requirement of the industrial type, that the individuality of each man shall have the fullest play compatible with the like play of other men’s individualities, despotic control, showing itself as it must by otherwise restricting men’s individualities, is necessarily excluded. Indeed, by his mere presence an autocratic ruler is an aggressor on citizens.11



Unfortunately that optimism about how much more “civilized” modern societies are than ancient or feudal ones has been exposed as hopelessly naïve in the twentieth century. On the contrary, this sad century has seen the greatest and bloodiest wars ever fought, and we only narrowly averted a final cataclysm that might have destroyed humanity forever. But more horrifying than the immense slaughter in warfare has been the even greater death toll caused by internal repressions. The level of human suffering imposed by despotic political power has been so high, so devastating in many societies, that it makes the classical discussions of tyranny by Greek or Roman authors, or later, by Machiavelli, and even more recent work by Enlightenment philosophers such as Rousseau, seem quaintly archaic and almost as naïve as Spencer.

In World War I, some 10 to 15 million people were killed, most of them soldiers, and most of the rest civilians who died of the hunger and disease brought on by war. But at least 800,000 Armenians were deliberately murdered by the Turks.12 In World War II, a very conservative estimate of deaths would include at least 30 million in Europe and about the same number in Asia. Of these, at least half were civilians killed as part of extermination campaigns, deliberately induced famines, and the incidental destruction of economies by the war. Between five and six million of those killed for nonmilitary reasons were Jews. Perhaps up to 18 million Chinese civilians died, and 11 million in the Soviet Union (of which close to one million were Jews).13

The deaths caused by the Stalinist purges and persecutions in the Soviet Union in the 1930s and 1940s, not counting war-related deaths, have been estimated at between 15 and 25 million, and recent revelations in the Soviet Union indicate that the high estimate is closer to the truth.14 Somewhere between 20 and 40 million Chinese died of famine in China during Mao’s Great Leap Forward because of misguided, stubbornly imposed rural socialist policies.15 Over one million Cambodians, at least one eighth of the entire population, were killed during the rule of Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge in the late 1970s.16 Up to three million Bengalis, most of them civilians, may have died during the repression by the Pakistani army in the period leading up to Bangladesh’s independence.17 Several million died in Ethiopia and Eritrea in the civil wars and related famines caused by the harsh and unsuccessful attempts to build a Soviet type of socialist, united society in that country from 1975 to 1991.18 At least a half million, perhaps one million Indonesians were killed in 1965 and 1966 as part of the purge of leftist elements. This does not count the many deaths imposed on East Timor by the Indonesian army’s policy of forced starvation and deliberate persecution after that little country was invaded by the Indonesians in 1975.19

Yet, this is only part of the story. Massive suffering imposed on people by political power has at one time or another in our century included most of the world. When Mao Zedong died in 1976, Chinese sources estimate that 20 percent of the population of China, some 200 million souls, were suffering from chronic malnutrition for no good reason other than the failures of socialist agriculture and the chaos of the Cultural Revolution.20 Political repression in Nazi-controlled territories throughout Europe subjected several hundred million people to terror and deprivation for six years. Political terror and murder in Central and South America have killed and tortured at least hundreds of thousands, and probably well over a million individuals, and subjected many times that number to incessant fear and misery. Repressions have jailed millions and confiscated the properties of millions more in Eastern Europe, North Korea, Vietnam, and Cuba, but also in Spain during and after the terrible Civil War of 1936-1939, in Burma since 1962, in Iran, in Syria, in Iraq, in Libya, and in many parts of Africa. Ethnic and religious wars and repressions in Uganda since 1969 have killed over a half a million, in Lebanon since 1956 a few hundred thousand, in the Sudan during the 1960s to 1990s over one million, in Rwanda and Burundi in the 1970s another few hundred thousand, and between Pakistan and India in 1947-1948 over a million.21 Over a million were killed in the Mexican Civil War that began in 1911, and went on into the 1920s. In Afghanistan, since the late 1970s three to five million, a third of the population, have been killed, wounded, or driven into refugee camps. Many millions died or were ruined in China and Russia during their gigantic internal wars which accompanied the seizure of power by the communists. Well over a million died in the civil war that raged in Vietnam at the same time that the French, and later the Americans, were involved in combatting the communists. And even as I am writing these words, there are terrible stories of castration of prisoners, in which guards force some of the prisoners to bite off the testicles of others, public rapes, and mass murder in Bosnia, mostly committed by Serbs. Many more hundreds of thousands will die before the end of the century in the numerous wars unleashed by the collapse of communism in the former Soviet empire and in Eastern Europe.22

This is only a very partial, very conservative list. There have been well over 100 million deaths caused by war and political repression in the twentieth century, and over half of them have not been caused by direct military action but by the persecution and abuse of civilian populations. There have been several billions subjected to frightful regimes.

Enumerations such as these are numbing, and eventually lose all meaning. But it is essential that we study and try to understand them. If anything ties most of them together, it is the fact that political despotism, the exercise of power by small ruling elites, initiated the actions that led to these terrible outcomes. In some cases, it was error, the mistaken policies of rulers that produced such horrors. But more often than not, killing and suffering on a gigantic scale was started on purpose, to carry out specific political goals. Even when it became obvious that the amounts of suffering imposed were immense, policies were continued because leaders preferred to make their people suffer rather than to change their own goals and hence admit their own errors.

As a matter of definition I have decided to call such leaders, those responsible for the political nightmares of our century whose orders have resulted in such suffering, tyrants. The word “tyrant” is laden with a weighty and controversial history, and a good exploration of the many meanings and interpretations of “tyranny” would fill a considerable volume. This is not what I propose to do. Rather, I want to understand the causes and consequences of the political behavior that has made the twentieth century so contemptuous of human life and freedom.

CLASSICAL TYRANTS

It should be clear that the horrors inflicted on humanity by tyranny in the twentieth century are not absolutely unprecedented. Killing, torture, enslavement, the use of terror to keep dissenters in line, artificially induced famine—all of these have occurred before, sometimes on a large scale. Giovanni de Piano Carpini, an Italian Franciscan monk who travelled to the Mongol court of Karakorum in the thirteenth century, described how the Mongols treated cities they had besieged and captured.
 
All those they capture in battle are killed or enslaved. They select those who are to be killed with battle axes, and their captains distribute them among the prisoners who are to be enslaved. These slaves then have to kill about ten prisoners each, more or less, according to the officers’ decision.23



On the other hand, most Mongols took a rather practical view of killing. David Morgan, the author of a recent book about them, has emphasized this by writing:
 
But normally Chingiz Khan had neither the time nor the inclination for such expedients as cementing people alive into towers, which Tamerlane is said to have enjoyed. Chingiz’s principle seems to have been much the same as President Truman’s over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The apparent rationale was that if the population of one city was subjected to a frightful massacre, the next city would be more likely to surrender…. thus avoiding unnecessary Mongol casualties.24



The Romans, who were the greatest power in the Mediterranean world from about 200 B.c. to about A.D. 400, were known for their fierce brutality. But they also tended to be practical. They destroyed Carthage out of fear that a dangerous rival might revive. But once that was done, there was no attempt to destroy the Carthaginian people as a whole. Their language continued to be spoken in North Africa until after the end of the Roman Empire. Similarly, when the Jews revolted in the late first century and again in the early second, they were brutally repressed. Tacitus estimates that 600,000 were killed, probably an exaggeration, but indicative of the vast numbers involved. But once they had been scattered and rendered powerless, there was no further attempt to exterminate, or even to convert the Jews into Latinspeaking Romans.

So it was in all of the agrarian empires. Submission of subject peoples was the object; if they paid their taxes, humbled themselves, and did not interfere with affairs of state, they could remain relatively safe. This could entail immense suffering, and the very form of government in these states would be considered unbearable tyranny by people living in modern democracies. But it was normal, and there may have been no other way to rule or maintain state structures when resources were so limited.

Cases of exceptional cruelty were common enough. Often, they were deliberately aimed at potential rivals of rulers. Many of the princes who have remained in our historical memory as monsters did so because they viciously persecuted elite nobles, and even members of their own families in order to conquer and maintain themselves in power.

Recent scholarship about Caligula, the notorious Roman Emperor who ruled in the middle of the first century and whose name has become almost synonymous with irrational tyranny, shows that he was neither mad nor destructive on a large scale. He was selfish, sometimes cruel, and, as Anthony Barrett has put it, “so obsessed with a sense of his own importance as to be practically devoid of any sense of moral responsibility.” He was hated and feared by that portion of the senatorial nobility engaged in a desperate effort to bring back the old republican form of government by overthrowing the empire. Some of his enemies were viciously persecuted, but there is no evidence that he harmed large numbers of people. The malicious gossip of Suetonius (the source for Robert Graves’s brilliant but misleading novels about the first Roman imperial dynasty, the Julio-Claudians) notwithstanding, there is little evidence that Caligula was clinically mad.25

There are two important lessons for us in the story of Caligula. One is that malicious persecution of fairly small numbers of potential rivals and insubordinate elites, as opposed to the routine oppression of slaves and peasants, which was considered a normal part of social life, can easily mislead us into thinking that the tyrants of the past committed crimes as great as those of the twentieth century. Secondly, it is clear that tyrannical personalities, self-absorbed, suspicious to the point of paranoia, and vindictive, were not necessarily unsuited to rule. On the contrary, that type of personality may have been well adapted to the competition for power in agrarian states, and may, indeed, be well suited in general to compete for power. It would be the greatest error to confound this kind of personality with madness, even though, when it results in cruel tyranny, it comforts us to think that the perpetrator is crazy. In a very few cases, this may have been true, but on the whole, the truly insane are unable to keep themselves in power long enough to do much harm.

Eli Sagan, in describing the nineteenth-century kingdom of Buganda (from which the name of the modern country of Uganda was derived), where the Kabaka, or King, frequently displayed extreme cruelty, makes the point that “License is implicit in omnipotence. The two great licenses are the sexual and aggressive, and early kings were expected to exercise both.”26 But that did not mean that those who exercised such license were in any sense psychotic, only that they had the power to do what they wanted, and it was accepted as long as their behavior did not endanger the state. On the other hand, kings, and not just early ones, were always threatened by rivals, and extreme cruelty could sometimes be perfectly functional in order to keep potential opponents in check.

This point could be made by looking at the story of another famous historical tyrant, Sultan Muhammad bin Tughluq of Delhi who ruled in the fourteenth century, probably after having his father murdered. The noted Arab traveller Ibn Batuta, who served him, wrote that he was exceptionally generous and that he cared about the fate of his people. But Ibn Batuta also describes how Sultan Muhammad tortured his enemies, sometimes killing hundreds at a time. He was called a tyrant by his foes, and blamed for a particularly heinous act which Ibn Batuta describes as follows:
 
[H]e forced the inhabitants of Delhi into exile [because they wrote him anonymous letters] containing abuses and scandals…. So he resolved to lay Delhi to waste…. Then he ordered the inhabitants to leave Delhi and move to Daulatabad…. [A] blind man [who had not left was ordered] to be dragged from Delhi to Daulatabad—a distance of forty days’ journey. He was torn to pieces on the way, and only a leg of his reached Daulatabad.27



Later Sultan Muhammad brought the province of Sind under control, reputedly by having his enemies flayed to death.28

But later historians have found that these stories were greatly exaggerated. Sultan Muhammad’s venom was directed primarily against what he considered rebellious elites trying to resist his centralizing autocracy. He was certainly a tyrant by the standards of his day, and of ours, but it is because the literary sources of his epoch considered only the interests of the elites that he was depicted as a monster.29

Whether in Europe, India, China, the Near East, or Africa, many of the ruling figures who have been called tyrants were centralizers of their states who fought their aristocracies and cultural elites in order to strengthen royal power. Some famous European examples were Louis XI of France in the fifteenth century and his contemporary, the unsuccessful but historically famous prince of the little principality of Wallachia in southern Romania who is remembered by the Romanians as Vlad the Impaler and by the rest of the world as Dracula. Impaling enemies by having a metal tipped stake driven up the anus, through the body, and out near the shoulders so that the victim continued to live for hours, to be put up, much as the Romans had put up their crucified victims, seems to have been a form of execution occasionally used by the Turks in the Balkans during this time, and Vlad was not that original. But when West Europeans, who were not familiar with this particular form of torture, heard of it, they were suitably horrified and spread stories about the monster “Dracula.” In the sixteenth century, the Russian Tsar Ivan IV (the “Terrible”) loved to have stories about the famous Dracula told to him. He was himself a successful centralizer of his state who brought his nobles under control by slaughtering many of them and intimidating the others.30

In more recent times, these three—Louis XI, Vlad, and Ivan IV—have been lionized by nationalist French, Romanian, and Russian historians as great and far-sighted patriots. But this is as anachronistic a view as trying to interpret them as medieval Stalins or Hitlers. Despots and tyrants they were, but they were motivated by personal and dynastic ambitions in a time when politics were conducted cruelly and the wishes of the common people were not taken into account. Their wars caused much death and destruction, but in this they were not so different from other princes. There is little or no evidence that they tried to change the fundamental social order in which they lived.

Even without resorting to extreme examples, it can be shown that pre-modern politics could result in awful human catastrophes. Up to one-third of the population of Central Germany died as a result of the Thirty Years’ War from 1618 to 1648. For all of the theological and great power politics involved, it is clear that a major motivation for this war was the search by high-ranking nobles throughout Europe for states to rule in order to support themselves, and of ruthless imperial state builders such as Gustavus Adolfus of Sweden and Richelieu of France who were trying to acquire new revenue-producing lands to finance their ambitions.31 From our point of view, these glorious episodes of warfare and conquest were examples of tyranny in that they imposed human suffering on a large scale in order to satisfy the ambitions of small, selfish elites. Within their own world, however, these leaders were pragmatic, and their suspicion of others and great cruelty were quite rational.

Tyrannies of the past can be explained in three ways. One, that Spencer and other naïve nineteenth-century European optimists understood well, was the simple fact that there really was no other known way of maintaining elites than by plundering and abusing the majority of their people. Economies could only grow slowly, and sometimes not at all. Elites in the settled and nomadic states that lived from the labor of peasant majorities were essentially parasites, as William H. McNeill has pointed out.32 If they misjudged the extent to which they could drain their human resources, they pushed their masses below subsistence. If the elites overpopulated themselves, they tended to do the same thing, much as general overpopulation results in overuse of the environment. The only defense of the population was to rebel, though this was generally futile, and only produced more suffering.33

In order to maintain order, such elites had to be truly awesome and frightening. This, no doubt, partly explains the wanton brutality in agrarian states, particularly early ones that were still insecure. If they failed to frighten, elites invited predation from other potential elites, and rebellion from the peasants. But modern industrial economies do not need to do this. If properly managed they can grow quickly and satisfy elites as well as increasing the well-being of large proportions of the entire population. Thus, when modern states behave as did the Mongols, or the desperate princelings of Europe in the seventeenth century, or the Kabakas of Buganda, they have less of an excuse. Spencer was right, we do have a right to expect better political behavior than did our ancestors.

A second category of political abuse in the pre-modern world was the inevitable result of the extreme concentration of power into a few hands, and the transmission of power by heredity. Insanity, sadism, and incompetence were bound to crop up, and unelected, powerful rulers were then likely to cause suffering simply because there was no way to remove them without bloodshed. There is no inherent way of preventing this, even in modern societies, except by limiting the power of those in charge of the state, and by subjecting power holders to frequent review by the general population through elections. Sadistic and incompetent rulers may still exist, but in a democratic political system that hedges power with many restrictions, they are likely to do less harm, and to be more easily removed than in nondemocratic states. Whereas in the past it was almost universally accepted that only tiny elites should participate in governing the state, today it is generally admitted, even in some of the most despotic systems devised, that the “people” or the “masses” should have a say in governance. Therefore, the kind of abuse that used to be common and could simply be ascribed to bad luck, to the presence of a “bad king,” needs to be explained in the modern era when most rulers claim to have been selected and kept in power by popular acclaim.

Finally, there was corruption. When greed or excessive ambition led the powerful to take much more than what was considered reasonable in their societies, they were abusing their power. Aristotle wrote, “As of oligarchy, so of tyranny, the end is wealth. Both distrust the people and so deprive them of their arms. Both agree, too, in injuring the people and driving them out of the city.”34 To be sure, the line between “normal” exploitation of the populace and “excessive” greed was not always clear. In democratic societies the notion of corruption is more sharply delineated than in monarchies where the prince’s and the state’s purses were indistinguishable. Therefore, much of what used to be considered acceptable behavior by rulers would now be considered corrupt. Nevertheless, even in the past corruption by the powerful was recognized as one of the types of tyranny.

Given that democracy has been more widely praised than practiced in the twentieth century, it may well be that one of the reasons for the widespread presence of tyranny is simply that our ethical standards are higher, but that politics in many, perhaps most countries continue to be run as in the past. And there is no question that some of the egregious tyrants of our times have really been nothing more than classically corrupt, sadistic, or incompetent “bad kings.”

Of the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo, or of Uganda’s Idi Amin, it can truly be said that they were examples of “Aristotelian tyranny”—the purpose of which was to accumulate wealth for a few corrupt individuals. As we will see later, Idi Amin and Trujillo were also sadistic torturers. Other twentieth-century tyrants, such as Duvalier of Haiti, or Ne Win of Burma, began with every intention of being “good kings,” but through incompetence and corruption degenerated into “bad” ones who did immense amounts of harm to their societies. Despite their ideological pretensions to being modern revolutionaries, these four, in fact, came to resemble classical tyrants.

Because the old-fashioned tyranny of incompetence, corruption, and wanton brutality still exists on a large scale, it is necessary to explore it in order to understand the twentieth century. Also, newer kinds of tyranny, to which most of this study will be devoted, have a tendency to degenerate into incompetence and corruption, and to begin to resemble classical tyranny. There is a continuum between the new and the old, and it is hard to identify the originality of some modern tyrannies without adequate contrast. Yet, the similarities between the important ideological tyrannies of the twentieth century and their older, more classical relatives should not obscure the fact that our century has seen the large-scale development of a kind of tyranny that was rare in the past, if it existed at all.

MODERN IDEOLOGICAL TYRANNY, NATIONALISM, AND SCIENCE

Hitler and Stalin, the two greatest murderers in history, were not in it “for the money,” and they most certainly were not just old-fashioned monarchs who happened to survive into the twentieth century because their societies were backward. They were neither Aristotelian tyrants nor anachronisms. Nor were Mao, Kim Il Sung of North Korea, or the Khmer Rouge, and it is unlikely that Augusto Pinochet, who killed and tortured on a far lesser scale, but still committed many atrocities, can be explained in terms of corruption. Trujillo may have been a gangster who seized a country and exploited it, as was Idi Amin of Uganda, but Hitler, Stalin, Mao, and the other ideological tyrants of our century were revolutionary idealists who wanted something much more.

Revolutionary idealism that turns into tyranny is not an entirely new phenomenon. What is required for this is an absolute sense of moral superiority based on an ideology, or a religion that claims to explain everything perfectly. This sense of certitude can justify the worst horrors in the name of sanctity, purity, and the general improvement of life for the multitudes. Before Hitler and Stalin, there were Torquemada,35 the Dominicans who inspired the Albigensian Crusade, and the Church leaders who preached the massacres and expulsion of the Jews. Religions that came out of the Near East—Christianity and Islam, and perhaps Zoroastrianism and Judaism before them—have been particularly prone to such absolutist interpretations of the world. Monotheism seems to be congenial to the exercise of ideological tyranny, which might be labelled more correctly as the tyranny of certitude.36

But even so, the Spanish Inquisition probably killed no more than 30,000 people over a century and a half.37 The various Christian Crusades, the first of which also began in Europe with the mass murder of Jews, were initially characterized by great ideological fervor, and then gradually turned into the normal kinds of plundering expeditions by rapacious nobles that can be explained without the ideological certitude that may have started them.38 No ideological tyranny in the past was ever as absolute and devastating as twentieth-century Nazism and communism. There is little question that in the twentieth century the tyranny of certitude became much more widespread than at any time in the past.

If the old-fashioned type of tyranny that still exists in the twentieth century would have been recognized easily by Plato or Aristotle, the newer kind, the tyranny of certitude and revolutionary idealism, would have been unfamiliar to them. Whereas the tyranny of corruption and incompetence needs little new theory to explain it beyond that offered by political philosophers over the past two and a half thousand years, ideological tyranny, its growth, and its destructive potential have only been understood and studied since the French Revolution, and its practitioners only exposed their enormously destructive potential in the twentieth century.

There are two elements of modern ideological tyranny that explain why it has produced such mayhem. These are fundamental aspects of modern thought and life, and are unlikely to disappear quickly. One is nationalism, the other the way in which modern science has been applied to social and political programs. Both have to be understood by seeing how intellectuals, that is those with higher education of one sort or another who read and think about alternative social and political models, interpret the modern world. Ideological tyranny, or the tyranny of certitude, in fact, relies first of all on intellectuals, and might just as easily be called the tyranny of thought.

Most of those who have analyzed nationalism, easily the most important ideologically binding force in the modern world, generally have neglected the degree to which so much of it is based on a combination of resentment and insecurity. The first strong nationalisms—in England in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and in the United States and France in the eighteenth—were not like this. These were nations that saw themselves from the start as advanced, powerful entities, feelings that were confirmed by their economic strengths, security from foreign invasion, and significant international successes. But the nations that followed England, France, and the United States developed their sense of nationhood as economically and politically backward places, always trying to catch up to and avoid being dominated by the more advanced nations.

Nationalism replaced older ways people used to identify themselves, by family or clan, by village or town, and by religion. Nationalism is at once more sweeping, encompassing the great majority of people in large territories, and more exclusive as the ultimate source of defense people have against the vagaries of social, economic, and political misfortune. Modern nations base their enormous claims to their citizens’ loyalties on the fact that they are the ultimate protectors of cultural integrity, economic well-being, and freedom from political humiliation by outside forces. In societies that are self-confident, nationalism is only occasionally jingoistic and aggressive. In those that come into being as nations sensing that they are backward and threatened, nationalism is fundamentally envious and angry. To create strong feelings of cultural identity with, dependence on, and loyalty to a political entity born of resentment and fear, and to teach, at the same time, that “our” nation should be recognized as being inherently superior to others, is to create the essential political and ideological contradiction that has plagued the modern world.39

Germany, starting in the early nineteenth century, developed a particularly resentful, self-pitying form of nationalism. First the French, and later the English, were seen as unfairly dominating Europe. At the same time, the Germans felt themselves to be, at least while German nationalism was developing, economically backward, but also more deserving and superior to the more advanced French and English. Fritz Sterns account of how some key German intellectuals nursed this sense of grievance and a powerful but insecure belief in their own superiority goes a long way toward explaining what propelled Germany toward Nazism.40

But as Liah Greenfeld explains, Germany was not the only “resentful” nation. Russia was similar. As higher education was developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to train a service aristocracy capable of running this vast empire, the elite were taught that theirs was an inherently superior nation, purer and less affected by the ills of modernism, but also a backward one permanently endangered by a hostile, outside world, particularly the more advanced Western powers in Europe. The sense of angry insecurity toward the West and romantic idealization about their own communal, Russian Orthodox, rural tradition that infected Russian intellectuals made them reject crass modern Western capitalism as a solution to their backwardness. By the late nineteenth century, though the Russian intelligentsia was divided between so-called Westernizers and Slavophiles, in fact, both groups shared a deep contempt for the political and economic systems that prevailed in the more advanced countries.41

In one way or another, almost all the new nationalisms that were formed subsequently resembled the German and Russian patterns. The Hungarians and Poles led the way in Eastern Europe, to be followed by Romanians, Serbs, Bulgarians, and others. Everywhere there was a similar pattern. Nationalistic intellectuals “discovered” that theirs was an ancient people, once possessors of proud empires in the forefront of civilization, and then treated unfairly by fate, and sacrificed or exploited by the selfish, undeserving Western nations (the French, the English, and eventually, too, the Germans). Born of envy and frustration about being small, backward, and weak, these nationalist historian-intellectuals created persuasive fantasies that were taught in their countries’ growing school systems.

Then the same sentiment developed as the basis for anti-Western, anti-colonial resentment and national unity in the non-European world. The sense of persecution and resentment may have had more objective justification among many colonial peoples than among the Germans and Russians, but in any case, it was the powerful myth of past national grandeur (even if, in the past, there were no “nations,” but only loosely integrated imperial structures) and latter-day persecution that shaped the intellectuals who spread nationalism throughout Asia, Africa, and Latin America.42

This was not sufficient to produce fully developed ideological tyranny, but it was an important aspect of political development in much of the world. Leaders who could appeal to that kind of nationalist sentiment, and promise to carry out its goals of catching up and gaining revenge, as well as recapturing past grandeur, could count on intellectual support, and it was intellectuals who occupied the leading ideological and technical positions almost everywhere. The more the world has modernized, the more important education has become and the more schools there have been to be staffed by nationalist intellectuals training whole new generations of converts.

Nationalist ideologies built on resentment are conducive to tyranny for two reasons. One is that the anger of the resentful and vengeful tends easily toward violence. The other is that if the external world (imperialism, the world communist conspiracy, international Jewry, high finance, American multinationals, or whatever) is viewed as dangerously threatening, this is a good argument for demanding internal unanimity and conformity. The consequent suppression of dissent is favorable to the abuse of power.

Along with nationalism, the other major element in the development of modern ideological tyranny has been the success of modern science in convincing intellectuals that final answers can be found. It was the adaptation of misunderstood Darwinian evolutionary theory and the emerging genetic sciences in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that created an intellectual climate in Europe conducive to the growth of virulent racism. This was not the only cause of the rise of Nazism, of course, but the general acceptance of theories about the importance of race, of remaining strong in the competition for survival, and of maintaining genetic purity in order to maintain national vigor, when combined with resentful nationalism, produced the base without which vengeful hatred and extreme racial exclusivity could not have gained a significant number of followers.

Marxism has been another great “science” that has lent itself to tyranny. It was ideally suited to backward countries wishing to catch up to and surpass a West that was assumed to be persecuting them. It blamed the injustices so evident in industrializing societies on capitalism itself, and presented the leading capitalist nations as fundamentally rotten and evil. Once Lenin had adapted Marxist science to Russia, the model could be presented as a way of leaping over capitalist nations. For nationalists from backward countries all over the world, MarxismLeninism promised the benefits of economic development without the defects of capitalism; it also promised the ultimate revenge, that the great colonial powers would be destroyed by the progressive forces that would bypass and isolate them.

Had the Russian intelligentsia not been so deeply nationalistic and anti-Western, so eager to catch up but also so contemptuous of the moral failings of bourgeois capitalism, it is unlikely that either Lenin, or later Stalin would have been able to impose themselves. But Marxism’s appeal was greater than this because it could also present itself as the epitome of modern, advanced scientific thought even as it was anticapitalist, and hostile to the existing powers in the West.

The essential element in the development of these tyrannical ideologies is the contradictory feelings of admiration and hatred of European modernity. The Nazis could present themselves as technological and scientific virtuosi unleashing vast modern armies on the world. Yet, at the same time, Wagnerian nostalgia for a fantasized past and contempt of bourgeois democracy appealed to all those alienated by the vagaries of modern market forces and the seeming collapse of traditional communal solidarities. Communism, which may seem to be so different, is pretty much the same in this respect. In its most extreme form, such as Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge, communism abandoned modernity entirely in favor of a return to communal, rural solidarity. But the promotion of communalism over individualism, of status assigned by virtue rather than through market-induced class differences, and the rejection of soft, “degenerate” bourgeois consumerism has been central to communism in Europe, too, as it was to fascism in the 1920s and 1930s.

To hatred and jealousy directed against the advanced, that is bourgeois, democratic, and capitalist nations of the West, has been added the sense of scientific certitude that, paradoxically, is a critical element of Western thought. Without such certitude, it would have been impossible for Stalin or Hitler, Mao or Pol Pot, Ceausescu or Kim Il Sung to carry on with such determination, such willingness to impose mass suffering against all the evidence of the harm their policies were producing.

It is easy to understand why such a sense of certitude is conducive to tyranny. Those who are sure that theirs is the only truth, and a scientific truth at that, can justify tyranny more easily than those who are unsure of their beliefs. The appeal to “science” can transform the utilitarian calculus used to legitimate imposed suffering. After all, if, ultimately, the “race” or the “people” will benefit, and this is a scientific certainty, it matters little what the immediate costs may be.

Science since the eighteenth-century Enlightenment has convinced a large number of intellectuals that it is possible to formulate perfect social and economic models, and that society can be “engineered.” Karl Popper’s demonstration that it is impossible to predict “scientifically” what the future will be, is accurate. But this has not prevented most intellectuals from believing the contrary because modern science and technology are so evidently powerful, and increasingly able to change the world. It is true, as Popper has shown, that the transposition of science to theories justifying massive social engineering leads to tyranny. Yet, the error of unreasonable faith in the power of certain social theories, chiefly Marxism, has proved to be extremely persuasive throughout almost all of the twentieth century.43

The combination of resentment, nationalist xenophobia, and “scientific” intellectual intolerance and certitude makes a potent brew responsible for the proliferation of ideological tyrannies in the twentieth century. Nor is the latter part of our century better in this respect than the first half.

There are still those who cling to the belief that the age of modern ideological tyranny has drawn to a close.44 We are said to be more skeptical about science, and social engineering. Nationalism is said to be giving way to the recognition that free trade and supra-national institutions such as the European Community are better for us than the narrow competition between nations that dominated most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I agree that in the societies that are the democratic heirs of the Enlightenment in Western Europe and North America this is so, at least for now.

But the many tragedies that have occurred in the former communist states since 1989 suggest that nationalism may have increased its power to produce tyranny. And I doubt that the fascination with science and the belief in social engineering are as dead as optimists might think. So much of the success of the most advanced societies in the world is so obviously based on the wonders of technology and science that it is difficult to believe that intellectuals will abandon the idea that the same methods can be applied to social reform as well. It is not as if the problems of poverty and inequality, or of frustrated rage and resentment, have been put aside once and for all. There continue to be winners and losers, and new ideologies that claim to be able to tap supposedly scientific certitudes will surely arise.

In the past two decades we have witnessed the large-scale revival of religious ideologies of certitude. Bolstered by the examples of both communism and fascism, taking advantage of extreme nationalism, and using the modern technological methods of coercion developed in our century, the Iranians have developed a tyranny of certitude that calls itself traditional but is actually entirely new. The sense that Islam can adopt what is useful in Western science and technology without giving up its religious certitude may be the prelude to a similar phenomenon throughout much of the world.

Understanding what happened in the past will not help us predict the tragedies of the next century; but it may prepare us better than simply pretending, as did so many late nineteenth-century optimists, that we have evolved too far to repeat the nightmares of the past.



Chapter 2
Moderation Abandoned


Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin were the two most influential politicians of the twentieth century. Only Mao Zedong rivalled them in importance. They rank with the greatest conquerors in history who revolutionized politics in their age. Yet, like Alexander of Macedonia, whose empire fractured immediately after his death, Shi Huangdi, who created the first unified Chinese Empire but whose dynasty collapsed soon after him, Charlemagne, whose empire was divided and reduced to impotence two generations after he had ruled most of Europe, or Napoleon, who ended his life as a prisoner on a lonely island, Hitler and Stalin were also colossal failures. The new types of societies they tried to create did not survive long.

Hitler’s tyranny only lasted a dozen years. His dramatic fall, combined with the much later collapse of the Soviet Empire, seventy-four years after its creation and thirty-eight after Stalin’s death, gave optimists around the world a false sense that tyranny so colossal could not possibly arise again. I obviously disagree, and I devote the first part of this book to studying Hitler and Stalin, not merely as appalling examples of tyranny, but as models for a century that produced many others like them.

Hitler and Stalin killed on a titanic, unprecedented scale. Alan Bullock’s recent book, Hitler and Stalin: Parallel Lives, estimates that between them they were responsible for 40 to 50 million deaths between 1930 and 1950, and that over half of these were not due to military battles. They were both worshipped, as were Mao and Lenin, in ways that no mortal had been since the great religious prophets of the past, Jesus Christ, Buddha, and Mohammed. Yet they are reviled and hated as no successful religious leader could be.

Like many of the greatest leaders of the past, especially Napoleon, they came from marginal border lands that were not fully part of the countries they came to rule. In a real sense they were foreigners in the states they seized. Furthermore, like Napoleon, they were born in circumstances that made it almost inconceivable that they would attain such power.

Compared to the two other great leaders in World War II, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill, both of whom were born as members of their countries’ most elite class, Hitler and Stalin were totally self-made men. It is one of the great ironies of Hitler’s and Stalin’s careers that these two greatest enemies of democracy could only have reached such heights in a revolutionary democratic age that devalued the role of traditional elites, while their great democratic contemporaries, Roosevelt and Churchill, were hereditary aristocrats.

Because of their astonishing accomplishments, their almost magical, unbelievable rise to total power, and the destruction and misery they caused, it is easy to think that they were unique, terrible miracles. This is even truer of Hitler, who created his party by himself, almost from nothing, than of Stalin, who was preceded in power by another political genius, Lenin. But like all great leaders, including the greatest charismatic religious prophets of the past, Hitler and Stalin operated in societies that were ready and willing to grant them such powers. Like religious prophets, they did not create their ideologies alone, but were a part of the major intellectual and political currents of their time. This is not to deny their exceptional abilities, but only to emphasize that neither Stalin nor Hitler was as original in his thinking as in his ability to create novel forms of administration and political rule.

To explain them requires a knowledge of European, German, and Russian history before them, of the circumstances that created such violent revolutionary conditions in the early twentieth century, and of the nature of their rule. If it requires no fantastic leap of the imagination to understand why Winston Churchill believed in democracy and was able to mobilize England behind him, the originality and scope of Hitler’s and Stalin’s tyrannies make it much harder to understand them. Yet, we must try, because their tyrannies resulted from the conflicting and contradictory forces of the modern era that combined in the 1930s to reshape our world permanently. The main forces at work were nationalism, a belief that modern science could be used to engineer a perfect social world, and hatred of the social and economic transformations wrought by capitalist industrialization since the start of the nineteenth century.

Explanation is made at once easier and much harder by the enormous amount of popular and scholarly literature about these characters. It is hardly possible to say anything original about Hitler and Stalin, and even impossible to read all the works about them. Yet, amid all this material, it is necessary to choose an interpretation that makes sense. There is no escaping the fact that these two men were the original architects of modern tyranny whose astonishing careers inspired all tyrants who were their contemporaries as well as those who came after them.

CRITICISMS OF CAPITALISM AND OF LIBERAL DEMOCRACY

What the late nineteenth-century optimists like Herbert Spencer missed was that, even as they were writing, deep currents of dissatisfaction against capitalism, liberalism, and democracy were gaining ground. They would eventually overwhelm and almost extinguish the forces of the European Enlightenment.

It is not difficult to see why the growth of capitalism would have been unpopular at many levels of society. For the old landed aristocracies, whose positions had been under assault since the French Revolution of 1789, first of all in France, but eventually everywhere in Europe, the predominance of money over inherited status associated with landed titles threatened their very existence. An appeal by the Prussian People’s Association to the legislature in the 1860s, pleading for the continued legal control of interest rates, summarizes the essence of the conservative position which was anti-democratic, anticapitalist, and which increasingly tended to blame these modern misfortunes on some alien and mysterious presence in the midst of their pure and supposedly previously well-behaved and passive people.
 
In the name of the Christian foundation of the state, in the name of the morals of the concept of justice of our people, in the interest of landed property, which nourishes and maintains the state, and finally, in the interest of all who still have not and do not want to fall under the sway of the speculating moneyed economy, the undersigned hope and ask that it may please the honorable house to protect our fatherland by its vote against this new pernicious gift of “progress”! … Should Christian law hand over Christian inhabitants of the land to speculating Jewry?1



Subjecting landed property to market forces meant that self-preservation of the old elites would depend on their economic skills, not on their blood or sacred right to ancient titles. If rich industrialists and bankers could buy political power and land, and afford to imitate the style of life of the high nobility, then the old nobilities would have nothing left but their fading prestige. This is why, in so many countries of Europe, the sons of the nobility preferred the army to other professions. There, old feudal virtues, honor, military skills, and loyalty to ideals higher than crass materialism were still worth something; and through military careers, it was possible to maintain political influence as well. To be sure, some members of old aristocratic families became modern entrepreneurs, and others married new wealth. But in so doing they transferred their disgust of mere money grubbing to those who had done so well in the market that they could now afford to deny their origins.

The high bourgeoisie that increasingly dominated economic life in nineteenth-century Europe (and in North America) actually wished to gain the prestige formerly held by aristocrats. It developed a whole set of institutions to mark its newly gained social eminence. These attempted to recreate aspects of aristocratic behavior through an emphasis on honor, the development of martial values in athletic competitions, and exclusive patterns of marriage and socializing. These values were taught in expensive schools and perpetuated in social clubs where only the rich or well born were supposed to mingle. Thus, it was in the nineteenth century that many of the supposedly “traditional” habits of the aristocracy came to be widely practiced by the new rich as well as by the aristocrats with whom they mixed. Sporting contests between universities in the Anglo-American world and duelling in German universities were among the most characteristics practices developed for such purposes. But more than this, a whole style of education that emphasized history and letters for the upper classes, that instilled patriotic mythology and taught that it was the responsibility of the well born to maintain national honor, and that prepared the high bourgeoisie for a quasi-aristocratic role also systematically devalued the ethical basis of modern capitalism on which these institutions were really built. It was particularly in the last quarter of the nineteenth century that this happened, at the very time when the political and economic successes of the bourgeoisie in the most advanced Western European countries were creating this felt need to separate the most successful capitalists from their mercantile and decidedly unaristocratic origins.2

For much of the ordinary middle class, but particularly for small owners of shops and small manufacturing enterprises, the economic fluctuations of the nineteenth century were alarming and difficult to understand. Even the most advanced economic thinkers of the early nineteenth century, David Ricardo and Karl Marx, had believed that a product’s value was based on how much labor, and what resources went into its production. Yet, as we now know, there is no such thing as absolute value. Any good is worth exactly what the market will pay for it, so that a valuable item one day may lose much of its worth if too many appear on the market, or replacement products appear the next day.3 For those who have labored to produce, and who work as hard no matter what price the market assigns to their labor, this is a fact that is almost impossible to accept.

There were severe economic dislocations in the industrial world from the 1820s to the 1840s, as the leading edge of technology shifted from textile production to railroad and iron. This led to serious unemployment in the old textile centers, a drop in profits, and great political upheavals throughout much of Europe.4 As severe, or perhaps more so, were the economic dislocations that accompanied the next great industrial shift.

The 1870s and 1880s were again a time of difficult adjustment as new high-technology industries, steel, organic chemistry, and electrical machinery, replaced railroads and iron as the key products, and as Germany and the United States replaced Great Britain as the world’s most advanced economic centers. From 1873 to 1896 there was a drop in wholesale prices of 43 percent in France, 40 percent in Germany, and 42 percent in Great Britain.5 Though this did not result in any lasting economic harm, and was, in fact, the result of rapid advances in productivity, it was perceived at that time to be catastrophic because it put downward pressure on profits and wages. So, throughout Europe, there was a sense that during much of this period, or at least well into the 1880s, the industrial world was going through a terminal crisis that might bring it down.6 This perceived crisis was particularly threatening to the lower middle classes who feared being pushed, as Karl Marx had predicted, into the ranks of the poor working class, bereft of property or dignity.

Similarly, agricultural prices also increasingly fluctuated according the seeming whim of distant, misunderstood forces. In the last part of the nineteenth century, North American, Argentine, and Australian grain production became so efficient, and sea transport so cheap, that grain prices were forced down all over the world. It was hard to understand why a given amount of wheat could be sold at profit one year, but not the next. This had always been true to a certain extent, but the improvements in transportation as steam ships became the main carriers of bulk goods, and as rail networks saturated Western Europe, made it much more so in the last quarter of the century. From 1867 to 1894 the price of wheat fell by almost two-thirds.7

For the masses of industrial workers, particularly the unskilled new arrivals from the countryside, life in nineteenth-century cities was unpleasant and dangerous. If they had been poor in the countryside (and that, after all, is why millions of peasants left the land to seek work in the industrial cities, or, for the more adventurous, in the faraway Americas), at least life had been somewhat more comprehensible, based as it was on ancient yearly cycles and the vagaries of the weather. It is not easy to explain why there were sudden shifts in business cycles that rapidly created unemployment, or, just as capriciously, produced prosperity. If the weather that affects farming is no easier to explain, it is at least God’s work, riot that of the human manipulators who seemed to be behind wild swings in the stock market, or in employment, or in the very value of all products. The workers and the middle classes may have had different political allegiances, but they suffered similarly at the hands of incomprehensible economic forces. And if, in the long run, the very large majority of people were becoming more prosperous, short-run fluctuations could wreak havoc on millions of individual lives.

Added to this was the tempo of modern urban life. It seemed to many observers that rapid change, mass migration to cities, and the impersonality of the cities were producing social disorder and restlessness.

Thus, for the advanced European societies, among most social classes, from the rich to the poor, the late nineteenth century was utterly paradoxical. There was immense progress; standards of health rose and death rates declined; productivity increased spectacularly and a host of new products came onto the market to make life easier; schooling increased rapidly.8 Yet there was a sense that something was not right, that modern industrial society was somehow unnatural, and that drastic solutions were necessary in order to remedy its problems.

There were two broad ways of protesting against capitalism, from the right and from the left. The right rejected capitalism as alienating and unnatural because it destroyed traditional communal bonds and values, because it made money dominant over honor and morality, and because it corrupted society. The right also rejected the liberal political changes that had injected democracy into the advanced world. Democracy denied the values of established, traditional hierarchy and subjected politics to sudden, irrational bouts of mass hysteria. Edmund Burke’s horror of the French Revolution in 1790 expressed this loathing of democracy which remained essential for the critics of the right. Burke wrote:
 
Nobility is a graceful ornament to the civil order…. He feels no ennobling principle in his own heart who wishes to level all the artificial institutions which have been adopted for giving a body to opinion, and permanence to fugitive esteem. It is a sour, malignant, envious disposition, without taste for the reality or for any image or representation of virtue, that sees with joy the unmerited fall of what had long flourished in splendor or in honor. I do not like to see anything destroyed, any void produced in society, any ruin on the face of the land.9



The left, on the other hand, believed that capitalism merely bred a new form of inequality and that it was exploitative. It disliked parliamentary democracy because it did not go far enough and remained the political tool of a hypocritical bourgeoisie intent on denying power to the growing working class and to the poor. Rather than wanting to recreate the old order of hereditary noble power and monarchy, the left proposed to push modern rationality further, to democratize far more, and to use modern science and technology to solve the problems of industrial capitalism, particularly the swings of boom and depression, unemployment and social displacement, and inequality. Yet, however divergent the political aims of the leftist and rightist critique of modern capitalism and democracy may have been, there was substantial agreement about the connection between capitalism, industrialization, and alienation. Karl Marx wrote in 1844:
 
The worker becomes poorer the more wealth he produces, the more his production increases in power and extent. The worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more commodities he produces. The devaluation of the human world grows in direct proportion to the increase in value of the world of things. Labour not only produces commodities; it also produces itself and the worker as a commodity…. This fact simply means that the object that labour produces … stands opposed to it as something alien, as a power independent of the producer…. [T]he worker loses his reality to the point of dying of starvation. (Emphasis in original)10



Alienation, lack of roots, inauthenticity—these were some of the key words used to express the pervasive sense among intellectuals that modern industrial society was unnatural and inhuman, and that it was necessary to find something better. In the 189Os, Emile Durkheim, the French sociologist and moderate socialist, virtually created the field of modern empirical sociology on the basis of this sense that capitalist industrial society lacked unifying institutions and established rules. His chief studies, The Division of Labor in Society and Suicide, were meant to show that it was necessary to recreate what older societies had had, stabilizing and integrating corporate bodies.

On the right the sense of alienation and uprootedness made intellectuals favor greater attachment to traditional communal bonds and unity with the original, unsullied “folk” of their native lands. Increasing nationalism and the celebration of primitive virtues supposedly rooted in the true “people” suggested solutions to the problems of modernity that were quite different from the ideals of Marxist socialism, but were based on a similar, mystical faith that it should be possible to return to a more natural type of social organization.

In Germany, this blend of opposition to modern society, attachment to nationalism, and search for roots in a hereditary community led to what came to be called Völkisch ideology. The historian George Mosse has anglicized this word to “Volkish” because it cannot be translated. It suggests nationalism, racial consciousness, right-wing hostility to big capitalists and foreigners, and a kind of populism that also rejected the aristocrats’ disdain for the masses. It is a central concept that can be applied to a strain of ideology that became very widespread, not just in Germany, but throughout Europe, and in the twentieth century throughout most of the world.
 
The term “rooted” was constantly invoked by Volkish thinkers—and with good reason. Such rootedness conveyed the sense of man’s correspondence with the landscape through his soul and thus with the Volk, which embodied the life spirit of the cosmos…. Moreover, rural rootedness served as a contrast to urban dislocation, or what was termed “uprootedness.” It also furnished a convenient criterion for excluding foreigners from the Volk…. Volkish thinkers tended to contrast the idyllic medieval Volk with the actual modern present.11



Many of the greatest critics of modern Western life throughout Europe accepted this ideology, both on the left and the right, though of course, the idealized “folk” varied according to the nationality of the thinker. For Feodor Dostoevsky Western capitalism had to be kept out of Russia because it would “upset the old order and give rise to divisive class conflict.” Russian intellectuals, he felt, should remain rooted in the people and avoid Western liberalism which could only lead to alienation.12

In France, where the whole modern notion of a “left”—in favor of the French Revolution, greater equality and democracy, and the anticlerical acceptance of Enlightenment reason as the main guide for human action rather than received Catholic faith—and a “right”—opposition to the Revolution, approval of hereditary nobility and monarchy, and acceptance of the primacy of religious faith as a moral guide to action—was born, there was also an evolution in the same direction. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the ideologues of the right, most prominently Joseph de Maistre and Louis Ronald, were ultra-royalists and Catholics. Rut this was not sufficient to attract the growing middle classes, or even vaguely appeal to the masses in the nineteenth century. Gradually, there emerged a more nationalistic form of the right that finally hit a proper populist tone when it combined nationalism with hostility to big capitalists and to foreign manipulators who were polluting and destroying the common Frenchman. What provided a bond between the old clerical, monarchist right and large numbers of followers in the middle and even working classes was the identification of Jews as the real culprits. Religious anti-Semitism in Europe was very old, but only in the nineteenth century were Jews tied to the evils of modernity and capitalism.13

Edouard Drumont’s Jewish France, published in 1886, was the first best-selling book to associate Jews with the ills of capitalism in this way. It went through over one hundred editions and may have been the most widely read book of its time in France. Its basic thesis was this:
 
The Jews possess half of the capital in the world. Now the wealth of France…. is possibly worth one hundred and fifty billion francs, of which the Jews possess at least eighty billion…. [The expropriation of Jewish wealth] would allow the workers to test their social doctrines in optimal conditions in that there would be no violent revolution, and no unemployment would be created…. In effect, no one could seriously deny that Jewish wealth has … special character. It is essentially parasitical and usurious…. It is the result of speculation and fraud. It is not created by labor, but extracted with marvelous cleverness from the pocket of real workers by financial institutions, which have enriched their founders by ruining their stockholders…. [F]ive hundred determined men in the suburbs of Paris and a regiment surrounding the Jewish banks would suffice to carry out the most fruitful revolution of modern times…. [P]eople would embrace in the streets.14



But even with respect to the “Jewish Question,” which increased steadily in importance as the criticism of capitalism intensified, it should not be thought that the right and the left were all that different from each other, at least at first. Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, an early nineteenth-century French socialist, identified Jews with all that was evil about money and greed. And the greatest of all socialist theoreticians, Karl Marx, wrote in 1843:
 
The god of the Jews has been secularized and become the god of the world. Exchange is the true god of the Jew. The view of nature which has grown up under the regime of private property and of money is an actual contempt for and practical degradation of nature…. What is present in an abstract form in the Jewish religion—contempt for theory, for art, for history, for man as an end in himself—is the actual and conscious standpoint, the virtue, of the man of money. The chimerical nationality of the Jew is the nationality of the merchant, of the man of money in general.15



The point is not to suggest that there was no difference between left and right, or that the doctrines worked out in the nineteenth century provided immutable guidelines to twentieth-century political action, because neither statement could be supported by historical evidence. Rather, it is important to understand that by the early twentieth century there was a set of well worked-out critiques of capitalism and liberal democracy, despite the material and political successes that these had experienced. Whether on the left or right, the intellectuals who formulated these positions shared a hostility to capitalism that expressed itself in a wish for a better integrated, more harmonious, purer life. Critics of capitalism thought they could identify forces to blame for the sad collapse of morality and stability. Jews, capitalists, foreigners, secret manipulators, Freemasons, socialists (from the right’s point of view), or other sinister actors could be identified and fought. These intellectual constructions provided the programs for political movements and were of real political consequence.

The identification of “the Jew” with all the ills of modern liberal capitalism is a testimony to the power of symbolism in the ideological transformation that was occurring in the late nineteenth century. Though Jews were disproportionately successful in commerce and finance, and by the end of the century in some intellectual and cultural fields in the big cities of Europe, they were a very small portion of the population in Western Europe. In 1900 just under 1 percent of the total population in Germany and Great Britain was Jewish, and only about one half of 1 percent in France. Only in the western parts of the Russian Empire and in Austria-Hungary were Jews as much as 5 to 10 percent of the population. It was the success of a relatively small number of Jews who embraced Enlightenment values and assimilated into the economic and cultural elites of their countries that most frightened and angered those who were turning against liberalism and the Enlightenment. That Jews, foreigners with no homeland of their own, totally unrooted in the folk cultures that were supposed to form the heart of national communities, could assimilate the new values well enough to succeed was proof that these values were wrong. If a few Jews could do it, there were many other Jews in Central and Eastern Europe who were not yet emancipated from their traditional religious and isolated ways, and if they adapted as easily, then there would be millions of these dangerous agents of modernity, money, and liberalism flooding the cities of Europe. That was the perceived danger, and raw numbers were far less important than the image of agents of the new type of society worming their way into the healthy nation to destroy it.16

Yet, important as the growing criticism of capitalism from the left and the right may have been, at no time in the late nineteenth century did the forces of the radical left or right come close to obtaining power through reasonably free and democratic elections, wherever these were held. The middle classes, after all, had too much to lose from drastic alteration of a system that was benefitting them, and the working classes, who turned increasingly to socialism, began to gain the benefits that they were demanding without revolution. This is why the intellectual leaders of the radically anti-capitalist movements of the right and the left excoriated the timidity and narrow self-interest of the masses that were supposed to follow them, and why they came to understand that “bourgeois democracy” was incapable of bringing about their goals.

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin in 1902, writing the program of action for his party, fifteen years before it was to take power, spent a good part of his tract What Is to Be Done? savagely attacking what he called “economism,” that is, the tendency of workers’ associations to concentrate more on improving wages and working conditions than on preparing revolution. Georges Sorel, the French anarcho-syndicalist who considered himself a man of the left, but who came to be much admired by fascists as a prophet of violent anti-bourgeois revolution, wrote in 1906:
 
When working-class circles are reasonable, as the professional sociologists wish them to be [he is attacking Durkheim, whom he had mentioned by name a few pages earlier], when conflicts are confined to disputes about material interests, there is no more opportunity for heroism than when agricultural syndicates discuss the subject of the price of guano with manure merchants. It has never been thought that discussions about prices could possibly exercise any ethical influence on men.17



One of the most serious accusations made against liberal democracy by many intellectuals was that it was humdrum, practical, and boring, lacking the heroic virtues of both feudal aristocracy and of revolutionary socialism. Indeed, it fit the mentality of the little merchant, who sought the better deal, the incremental, calculated improvement of profit, and who avoided the grand gesture, the bold risk, or the noble disdain for mere material benefits.

If, for ordinary people, the growing, if uneven prosperity of capitalism, and the tendency of parliamentary liberalism to compromise its way toward accommodation and slow progress, were satisfactory, for growing numbers of intellectuals with larger ideas and programs, they were anathema. That, no doubt, was why in the late nineteenth century democratic, practical England, and distant America, even more capitalist and democratic, were the objects of such contempt by so many European intellectuals. As that great hater of everything liberal, Friedrich Nietzsche, put it in Beyond Good and Evil, the English were “profoundly mediocre,” their great liberal philosophers, Hume and Locke, were capable only of “mechanical stultification of the world,” and their scientists capable of little more than “narrowness, aridity, and industrious carefulness.” In the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche called on Germany to unite with autocratic Russia to become masters of the world, to give up “the English principle of the people’s right of representation,” and above all, he added, “No American future!”18

The growing intellectual discontent with liberalism and capitalism might not have led to such upheavals had it not been for two other crucial changes in Europe’s, and later the world’s, ideological configuration. One was the rapid spread of nationalism in the nineteenth century, and the second was the demonstrated success of modern science and the popularization of the idea that its methods could be applied to social, economic, and political questions and problems. It is to these two changes that we now have to turn.

NATIONALISMS: GERMAN, RUSSIAN, AND OTHER VARIETIES

Nationality is a very powerful identity. There are other, often overlapping ways for people to identify themselves—sex, age, religion, clan, language, residence, class, profession, and more. But in the modern world, for most, though not all people, one’s nationality is the most basic political and cultural identity.

Nationalism is a relatively new concept. All contemporary “nations” are derived from entities that previously possessed quite different identities.19 In the past there were tribes based on extended kinship and small city-states capable of generating loyalty and a sense of common identity among their members. But there were no large political and territorial units able to do this except among their small ruling elites. The most successful “world religions”—Buddhism, Islam, Christianity, and Hinduism—provided strong cultural identities for their followers, but they broke up into competing political units. The nation was supposed to replace, or absorb older religious identities, and to become more exclusive, more territorial, and more solidly united. The nation was also supposed to consist of all of the people, masses as well as elites.

Nationalism generates conflict. It claims territory, proclaims sovereignty, and expects full support from its people, but it is bound to run into sharply competing claims over cultural and territorial boundaries. It produces clashes over personal loyalties, and creates rivalry with other political structures. Furthermore, nationalism’s demands threaten those who are defined as “aliens,” or who, because of previously established interests, do not wish to be incorporated.

England and France

Modern nationalism began in England. It then spread to France, partly, though not entirely because of conscious imitation, and to the United States, an offshoot of England. In Russia and Germany, the spread of nationalism was more a matter of deliberate reproduction of established nationalism, particularly France’s. Subsequently, just as the international political success of England and France made the model so appealing, so did the extraordinary dominance of the world by Europeans in the nineteenth century spread the notion of nationalism. It is still spreading, and it remains the most powerful political organizing principle in the world. But from the very start, there were different kinds of nationalism, depending on the circumstances in which they developed.

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century England’s political elite had to find a new way to legitimize itself. There was a new dynasty, the Tudors, an almost entirely new ruling class replacing the old aristocracy decimated by the Wars of the Roses, and a new religion, Protestantism. But there were also a well-established Parliament dating back several centuries, a strong urban, mercantile class, a high level of local self-rule, and with the spread of Protestantism, a relatively high degree of literacy. Therefore English nationalism developed along what was, for its time, democratic lines, at least for the landowning and mercantile urban elites. This was to prove especially useful in the nineteenth century when English political institutions proved to be highly adaptable to the growth of the middle class, which was rather easily incorporated into the political process.20

English nationalism further developed in the seventeenth century in tandem with a growing faith in scientific rationality. Protestantism, especially Puritanism, promoted the idea that finding order in the natural world proved the existence of God, and that the individual was responsible for proving his own faith to himself. But there was also the coincidence that this was the period of growing scientific research. The English seaborne empire encouraged a practical interest in science, and the Puritan Protestant tradition fostered it. Seventeenth-century English scientific advances were interpreted by the elite intellectual culture as a proud part of England’s unique virtue.21

So at the elite if not yet at the mass level, English nationalism was built on a participatory notion of parliamentarism, on a belief in law, and on a respect for rationalizing religion and science. Together all these added up to a confidence that decisions arrived at by individual reason were good for the national community. As these notions spread they came to characterize broad segments of the population. This may be contrasted, at the opposite end of Europe, to the nationalism that eventually developed in Russia, where the autocrat, and later the community as a whole (which again means an autocrat who embodies communal needs) were totally superior to individual rationality and opinions. It may also be contrasted to German nationalism, which developed with a strong streak of anti-individualistic mysticism, and in the nineteenth century came to feel contempt for its great rivals in European affairs, England and France.

French nationalism was developed in the eighteenth century by an aristocracy that sought to find a role for itself. It had been politically defeated by the monarchy during the reigns of Louis XIII and XIV in the seventeenth century, and was forced to give up its political power to the absolutist, anti-parliamentarian monarchy. The aristocracy tried to adapt by claiming to be the natural defender of a political entity even greater than the king, that is, the “nation.” French political philosophers of the Enlightenment, inspired by the English example, further elaborated on the idea of a nation independent of the King. But their vision was more parliamentary than aristocratic and warlike, creating two contradictory strands of nationalist sentiment in France.22

The French Revolution combined these two strands of nationalism; to the aristocratic idea of patriotic and warlike nationalism it added the notion of democratic mass participation in politics. It brought down the monarchy, but it kept and further rationalized the centralized bureaucratic apparatus it inherited from the royal absolutist state. In the hands of Napoleon, this combination of mass nationalism and political centralization was used to try to conquer Europe.

In a sense, French politics for the 150 years after Napoleon continued to be a battle between the restrained, liberal parliamentary vision of nationalism promoted by the some of the eighteenth-century philosophers—Montesquieu, Diderot, and Voltaire—and the grandiose, aggressive, absolutist vision of the nation taken over from the aristocracy and monarchy.

Napoleon’s military success, however ephemeral, spread the ideal of nationalism further and much faster than the example of England could have done alone. It was because France was nationalistic that it could mobilize such energies and threaten all of Europe. So, instead of the cautious, limited, parliamentary form of nationalism embodied by England, it was the most aggressive aspect of French nationalism that was most admired. This combined the vainglory of Louis XIV with a Rousseauian cult of the collective will acting in unison, a worship of liberating science and education, and at the same time, mass military mobilization. It was a dangerous brew.

Germany

In the eighteenth century Germany was split into so many political units that there was barely any semblance of unity, and its kings, princes, nobles, and other rulers were hardly nationalistic at all, but rather, defenders of their own local power. The early carriers of German nationalism were, instead, intellectuals. This class became significant in the eighteenth century, when the Enlightenment combined with an older Protestant tradition to produce a large demand for highly educated teachers, preachers, and other professionals. Those trained for such positions by the universities, which themselves became sources of regional pride, became a distinct class, the Bildungsbürger, the educated or “cultured” bourgeois.

The Bildungsbürger in northern, non-Catholic Germany carried a contradictory cultural tradition. On the one hand, there was the Pietistic background from which most of its members came. Unlike its Protestant cousin, English Puritanism, German Pietism had become the religion of static, economically unsuccessful strata. Particularly because of the disasters of the Thirty Years’ War from 1618 to 1648, and the ensuing depression in northern and central Germany, Pietism had turned much more to mysticism and fatalism than English Puritanism, which was a religion of the economically upwardly mobile. Resignation to one’s fate and mysticism bred an emotionalism and distrust of theological rationalization which was inconsistent with the rationalizing aspects of Protestantism, and particularly Puritanism.

The German eighteenth-century Enlightenment therefore had elements absent in France or England. The educated Bildungsbürger combined it with their Pietistic upbringing to produce an original and powerful movement, German Romanticism. The result fit well with this class’s yearning for high status based on its education and understanding of modern science, and with its gloom caused by its inferiority to and dependence on the political and social elites in Germany. Dark, brooding mysticism and pessimism combined with an exaltation about the possibilities offered by modern science and art to produce a strong sense of resentful inferiority. The situation was worsened in the late eighteenth century by the overproduction of intellectuals and the consequent decline of opportunities. As the spirit and language of German Romanticism were pan-German, not merely limited to the smaller political institutions, and its carriers were intellectuals who could travel throughout the land to universities and other posts, it had the potential to become the base of German nationalism.23

This latent potential was activated by the French Revolutionary invasion of Germany. At first, most of the German Romantic intellectuals admired the French, and saw the Revolution as their salvation. But of course, the French were nationalists, and their policies did not produce the opportunities and rewards, much less the recognition, so ardently wished for. In bitter frustration, German intellectuals turned very quickly to German nationalism. Johann Fichte’s was perhaps the prototypical case of a rapid conversion from admiration of the French Revolution to intense German nationalism. After Prussia’s defeat in 1806, he became the great philosopher of German nationalism, which could now become a tool of the Prussian state as it tried to rebuild itself to ward off the French menace.

German nationalism, then, combined the frustrations of the class of intellectuals who had developed its grandiose, romantic dreams about Germany’s special role, and the politically practical ambitions of revived Prussian militarism. It directed its anger against the forces arrayed against Germany—the French Enlightenment, liberalism, and eventually, successful English capitalism. Therefore, even as it was itself a product of the Enlightenment, German nationalism rejected it. It also sought, from the start, to find the agent, the causes of the decay of pure German virtue that had led Germany to fall so low. This quickly became the Jews. Legally emancipated by the French armies that occupied most of Germany under Napoleon, these formerly despised but tolerated “foreigners” came to embody the insidious liberal forces said to be subverting German purity and strength from the inside. In large measure this was because many Jews now adapted so well to the new circumstances of greater liberty and growing economic opportunities.

Indeed, as early as 1793, while he was still a supporter of the French Revolution, Fichte wrote, “A powerful, hostilely disposed nation is infiltrating almost every country in Europe. This nation is in a perpetual war with all these countries, severely afflicting their citizenry. I am referring to the Jewish Nation [das Judentum].”24

German nationalism always remained partly wed to the Enlightenment, to scientific progress and education, and to high artistic achievement. In the nineteenth century, even before German unification, the German states were much more conscientious promoters of university research and higher education than other parts of Europe. This was a great source of pride, and it is one of the main explanations for Germany’s astonishing economic success in the latter part ofthat century.25

On the other hand, the dark, xenophobic, mystical, romantic strain that lay at the heart of German nationalism also remained, and grew. As the nineteenth-century aristocracy, primarily in Prussia, but then throughout united Germany after 1871 redefined its mission in military-nationalist terms, and as the growing bourgeoisie was educated according to the ideals of the early German nationalist intellectuals, the original contradiction between Enlightenment and anti-Enlightenment became a part of the German character. Despite the growing strength of the German capitalist economy, this combination of its intellectual roots and the addition of the Prussian military tradition to German nationalism insured that it would remain as deeply suspicious of capitalism as it was of liberal democracy.26 This was the cultural legacy that lay at the base of the development of Volkish ideology.

That Germany was then united through a series of successful, aggressive wars managed by a highly militarized Prussian state, and that it emerged in the twentieth century as the leading European industrial power, even as it maintained its original sense of resentful frustration against the French and English, had much to do with the willingness, even eagerness, of Germany to go to war in 1914. That is not the entire story, of course, but it is an important part.

Germany’s unexpected loss of the Great War in 1918 reinforced all that was most dangerous about its nationalism. Nazism was neither inevitable nor accepted by all Germans, but it is not difficult to see that its spiritual antecedents were well rooted in German culture.27 German nationalism was, in a real sense, born aggressive and angry in the early nineteenth century. After 1918 it became angrier still. And yet, even with this reinforced Volkish ideology, the sense that there was somehow a “scientific” solution to all of Germany’s problems persisted. The kind of “science” this produced was something few could have expected in the nineteenth century.

Russia

From its earliest days Russia was economically backward compared to Western or Central Europe. Its population density was low, its agricultural technology was centuries behind the West’s, and its best agricultural lands were only very gradually freed from nomadic rule, because they were on the edge of, and inside the steppe zone that was so ideally suited to the horse empires of Mongol and Turkic peoples. Russia’s geography made its communications primitive, even by medieval European standards. The density of urban settlement was far less than what it was in Western and Central Europe.28

Since at least the twelfth or thirteenth century, there has been a kind of technological, economic, and philosophical “slope” running from a Northwestern European heartland to its peripheries, mostly to the south and east. Whether it is a matter of the introduction of the three-field system and the mouldboard plow, of independent towns and advanced artisanal skills, or of innovative religious and scientific thought, the part of Europe including northern Italy, running through the Alps to southern and western Germany, including Burgundy and northern France, going to the Netherlands, and touching southeastern England and southern Scandinavia has long been more advanced than the rest of Europe.29 Russia was often near the bottom end of that slope, along with parts of the Balkans and Iberia.

Sixteenth-century Muscovy became a strong state based on autocratic, centralized, military rule under the Tsars (the Russian version of Caesar) Ivan III, Vasilii III, and Ivan IV, the “Terrible” or “Awesome.” Such autocracy was possible because the Russian nobility was a service nobility without sufficient claim to land and local power to stand up to the power of the Tsars, or, if left unprotected by the state, to resist foreigners on the one hand or peasant revolt and flight on the other. During the Time of Troubles in the early seventeenth century, provoked by the devastation of Ivan IV’s ferocious and deadly internal war against his own nobility and his long series of costly, foreign wars, the Russian state virtually collapsed, and it was almost seized by Poland-Lithuania. This was also a time of immense rebellion, migration, and flight. But the Poles were expelled, and the nobility, unable to protect its interests in any other way, recreated an autocratic monarchy under the Romanovs.

This can be contrasted to the opposite experience of the Polish high nobility. Its interests were not seriously threatened by outside forces until much later, and it resisted the creation of an autocratic, militarized, that is, absolutist state. Only in the eighteenth century did it become obvious that the absolutist monarchies of Austria, Prussia, and Russia were terribly dangerous. By then, it was too late to build a strong Polish state.30

In Russia, to assure a steady supply of noble warriors who would be maintained by the peasants, and to satisfy their own need for very scarce labor, the Tsars increased the obligations on the peasantry, and by the mid-seventeenth century, they had completed the long process of turning what had once been relatively free peasants into serfs. (In Poland, local lords did the same thing, but without a strong state, and this further strengthened them against their monarchy.)

This centralization and reduction of both nobles and peasants to the subjugated status of servants of the Tsars was to have grave consequences for Russia. It merged with an older, Byzantine Orthodox tradition of Church servility to the Emperor and produced what was in a way Europe’s strongest, most absolutist state based on one of its most backward and weakest economic bases. It was also from Byzantium, the Eastern Roman Empire, that the Russians had gotten the idea that after the fall of that Empire to the Muslim Ottoman Turks in 1453 they, the Russians, were to become the new Rome, the home of true Christianity. Thus their Kings were entitled to call themselves “Caesars.”31

Into this setting there came Peter the Great who reigned from 1689 to 1725. He decided to force Russia to Westernize so that it could catch up to the advanced Europeans. Using the levers available to the Tsar, the servility of his subjects, and the enormous potential resources of Russia, he redefined and reshaped Russia into a modern state, and its service nobility into the heart of the new nation. He also created industries to build his army and navy. The transition took several generations, but by obliging his nobles to dress and act as Westerners, to educate themselves, and to serve in military and civil institutions based on a Western model, he changed their perception of themselves. They were separated from their tradition, from whatever local roots they still had, and turned into the new nation that Peter and his successors wanted to rule.
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